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Abstract
The research reported in this thesis began with the observation that, despite making
up a significant proportion of the total enrolment of the school, Aboriginal students
were not represented in the Gifted and Talented Student Program coordinated by the
author. Finding research in the area limited, an empiricist research methodology was
adopted to pursue a theme examining the ideology and underlying assumptions being
brought to the education of gifted Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

Structured around changes to Aboriginal education policy development in the late
1980s and early 1990s, studies were conducted to explore the ideological milieu as
revealed in formal and pubhc history, in television representations and in the
specialised sites of discussion of the newspaper Koori Mail and the professional
journal The Aboriginal Child at School. The life stories of three successful and gifted
Aboriginal people in the form of recorded oral history interviews were then
examined to more fiilly appreciate the milieu of ideas found in the earlier studies.

These empirical studies have been used to ground a discussion of a number of
relevant theoretical positions that at once inform and question current approaches to
the education of gifted studentsfi-omminority populations. The experiences related
in two of the oral histories examined revealed the development of an anti-colonial
position as a response to the liberal, radical and continuing assimilationist mentalities
found in the milieu of Australian education in the last two decades. This anti-colonial
position is proposed as an alternative basis for approaches to policy and pedagogy for
gifted Aboriginal students.

Note on the Title
The title 'Black, White, Brindle' is a phrase taken from one of the interviews used in
this thesis, and one from the author's childhood: 'We all got to live here, Black,
White, Brindle,' and because we all have been living here, and are living here,
cultural difference and identity plays a key role in many social transactions. The title
is intended to serve as a reminder of this when we institutionalise social transactions
in formal education and schools.
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Prologue: Historical thinkiag and other unnatural acts
The work in this thesis is broadly about approaches to Aboriginal education but it is
also about the author's search for a way to understand aspects of Aboriginal
education and must be read in that context. The ideas presented have been developed
within the context of my personal experience and this cannot, and need not, be
escaped. The research, the reading and the writing of the thesis have been influenced
by my own experiences including being a white teacher in a school with a large
number of Koori students, by living in Australia in the 1980s and 1990s, by growing
up in the Australian cultural milieu and by what I have read. The numerous
discussions of racial politics that inevitably follow the question 'What is your thesis
about?' have also had a significant influence. This investigation, like the practice of
education itself, has taken place in a highly subjective social and political
environment. And just as teaching is not simply the transmission of knowledge,
research is not simply the gathering of knowledge.

The first and perhaps the most subjective choice in any research project is in the
fi-aming of the questions. The thinking that has led to this investigation started while
I was coordinating a Gifted and Talented Student (GATS) program at my school.
Here I became very aware that there were no Aboriginal students involved in the
program. Seeking to remedy this, I approached the Aboriginal Education Officer
(AEO), the Aboriginal Community Liaison Officer (ACLO) and the Aboriginal
Studies teacher and asked them if they could recommend an Aboriginal student for
the GATS program. All three of them came up with the same student and she was
included in the program without hesitation.
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Some time later I asked the same three members of staff why they had nominated
this particular student. The response from all three of them was basically that this
particular student had a better chance than most of the Koori students at the school of
succeeding in the school system. But is this an adequate definition of a gifted
Aboriginal child? There is nothing wrong with a Koori kid doing well at school and
it was a worthwhile exercise to offer this student some extra opportunities, but I was
forced to wonder if we were really serving the educational needs of all of our
Aboriginal students, or had we missed the point somewhere. There was something
hauntingly paternalistic about the idea that we saw a Koori girl as particularly
'special' because she was 'as good as a white girl.'

There is an unnaturalness in the sort of thinking that is required when non-Aboriginal
people start to consider issues of pedagogy and policy for Aboriginal students: it is a
sort of historical thinking about a group of people who, despite being contemporaries
and sharing the same space, are often culturally and historically 'other.' Although
writing about people who are other in time, Robert Damton expressed this well in
The Great Cat Massacre:
Other people are other. They do not think the way we do.
And if we want to understand their way of thinking we
should set out with the idea of capturing otherness... We
constantly need to be shaken out of a false sense of
familiarity with the past, to be administered doses of culture
shock (Damton, 1985, pg.4).

Introduction

I doubt that what follows will dehver a significant dose of culture shock. It is my
hope, though, that it shakes the sense of familiarity currently brought to policy and
pedagogy in the area.

Introduction

INTRODUCTION
Themes of the research
A simple research question was elusive in this work. At the outset, the issues and
ideas to be explored were the world-views, assumptions and understandings that
were being brought to pohcy development and pedagogy in the area of the education
of gifted Aboriginal students in the 1990s. The approach taken to these issues and
ideas was to conduct a series of small studies, each informing this central theme from
a different perspective. An added complexity has been the essentially empiricist
nature of the work. The research methodology has certainly been informed by welldeveloped theory, but the main thrust of much of the work has been to explore the
territory, to find what is possible, and then to bring these possibilities back to theory.

In their inception, the studies collected here were not all directly related to each
other, although they have been collected into two broad themes. Each explores
different questions and ideas, as well as making use of different sources or data.
Together they began to build a narrative of ideas that lead to an improved
imderstanding of the assumptions that both non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal people
involved in the education of gifted Aboriginal students have brought to the task.

An important aspect of this project is that it started with my desire, from my position
as a school teacher, to understand a situation better. For this reason, an attempt has
been made throughout the project to keep the work relevant to the classroom teacher.
The objective has been to build theory out of common experience: experiences
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shared through education and television and revealed through the oral histories of our
contemporaries.

It is only at the point of writing, rather than during the research, that an organising
topic has been adopted. This topic considers the differences between the key goals
for Aboriginal Education published by the National Aboriginal Education Committee
(NAEC) in 1985, and the priorities for Aboriginal Education identified by the
Taskforce for Education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people a decade
later. The philosophical underpinnings of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Education Policy (Commonwealth of Australia, 1993) and those which
guided the subsequent reviews of (Commonwealth of Australia, 1994; Groome &
Hamilton, 1995), and strategy development based upon (MCEETYA Taskforce on
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education, 1995) this policy were markedly
different from that being promoted by the Commonwealth's chief advisory body on
Indigenous^ education, the National Aboriginal Education Committee in the early
1980s (National Aboriginal Education Committee, 1985). This change in poUcy
direction provides two questions around which the following work is based:
1. What factors led to the changes in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Education Policy and poHcy development between 1985 and 1995?
2. Was the change in overall Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education
policy advantageous to gifted Indigenous students in schools?

^ Following recent convention, in this thesis the word Indigenous has been
capitalised where it is used in place of a clearly identifiable group of people
such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians.
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Indigenous success and the literature
A literature review is a normal feature at the start of a thesis but the review here was
not initially written with a thesis in mind. It has been added to and edited, but this
review was originally the product of a teacher resorting to a comfortable academic
practice to try to better understand a practical problem. It was telling when searching
the literature for information on gifted education that it was far easier to find
information about the deficits in Aboriginal education. This was the first theme
found in the milieu around the education of Aboriginal students: the research and
thinking have been dominated by the examination of the deficits in the area.

The deficit model
This review actually began before the literature was consulted when discussions with
a number of teachers around issues of identifying and nurturing the gifts of
Aboriginal students revealed a common concern that current programs were simply
selecting the well behaved Aboriginal students for special 'gifted' or 'enrichment'
programs. One teacher expressed this concern in the journal TalentEd and went
fijrther, to suggest teachers and schools might even be selecting well behaved
Aboriginal students over gifted non-Aboriginal students and also over less well
behaved but more gifted Aboriginal students (Anon., 1995). This teacher was also
concerned about a systemic school focus on deficits in the education of Aboriginal
students. A focus on the deficits of Aboriginal students is easy to find both in
practice and in research. In reflecting on his own school, Day (1996) found that:
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There seemed to be strong evidence to suggest that the school
reflected, in large part, the values and behefs of the dominant
group in the wider Australian society. There did not seem to
be a high level of advocacy for Aboriginal students on the
part of the school as an institution or by some teachers. That
is not to suggest that teachers were uncaring but they seemed
to have accepted the 'status quo' of Aboriginal achievement
and had little if any idea of how to change that situation. At
the time of the research (1990), the school had very few
strategies in place to improve Aboriginal participation and
attainment (pp. 3-4).
Day also noted that 'most research in the field of Aboriginal education has been
focussed upon those students who are 'failing' with the intention of finding the
underlying reasons for this situation' (p. 2). A decade earlier Harker and
McConnochie (1985, pg. 106) had taken this argument further, suggesting that the
major influence on Indigenous education in Australia has been the application of
mechanistic psychology to technical issues, while more general issues have been
ignored. They argued that the research had worked within aframeworkof western
normative psychology while other approaches such as history and sociology had had
little impact. The implication of this has been the adoption of programs to change
(remediate) the individuals rather than considering changes to the system. These
observations have had a major influence in designing the research reported in this
thesis.
Reports of programs throwing off this deficit model should be noted (see, for
example, Bailey & Chaffey, 1998; Day, 1996) and are encouraging. The overall
scarcity of these reports, though, leaves a suspicion that most classroom teachers are
still more concerned with what their Aboriginal students cannot do rather than with
what they can. The focus on deficit is so widespread that it has taken on the
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appearance of common sense. It has become a 'natural' way for teachers and
researchers to think. An examination of why this way of thinking has become so
natural may tell us a lot about the thinking that is being given to the education of
gifted Aboriginal students.

Schools and success
School participation seems a key issue in many discussions of Aboriginal
educational attainment and it is an issue tied up in a major sociological and cultural
debate. A feature article in the Sydney Morning Herald's 'Spectrum' section (Amdt,
1999) is usefiil in highlighting some of this debate. In this article Hughes, at the time
the head of the Aboriginal Education Unit in the South Australian Department of
Education, saw things in a straightforward way stating 'The biggest single reason
Aboriginal kids are not succeeding is they don't turn up.' This was also a major
finding of the Commonwealth Schools Commission's report on the educational
needs of Aboriginal adolescents (Groome & Hamilton, 1995).

Alternatively, Harker and McConnochie (1985) argued that the differing
epistemological bases of Aboriginal socialisation and state schooling served to
increase the 'cultural dissonance' experienced by Aboriginal children and so
schooling has actually served to increase the withdrawal and general anomie so
widely characterised with Aboriginal life. In other words, schooling may actually
mihtate against success for some Aboriginal children.
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Amdt's (1999) article summarises the pedagogical debate here firstly quoting
Valadian, of the Aboriginal Education Unit at Wollongong University, who believed
that NSW has suffered through an over-emphasis on making the school curriculum
more welcoming for Aboriginal students while failing to sufficiently address the
basic issue of acquiring a good education with parental support. Bumey, deputy
director-general of NSW Aboriginal Affairs disagrees, saying that:
Schools are an instrumentality of government and the history
of government and its interaction with indigenous people has
been one of negativity and misery... unless schools provide
an environment which acknowledges Aboriginal kids are
important and teaches about Aboriginal issues and history,
it's going to be difficult for Aboriginal students to overcome
the distrust and feel welcome (Amdt, 1999, p. 5).

Underlying this debate is the complex issue of conflicting community expectations.
Aboriginal children are part of both the 'mainstream' and Aboriginal communities.
Schools, on the other hand, seem to be struggling to find ways to be relevant to
diverse communities and can appear to place greater emphasis on the values of the
mainstream than on the values of minority sections of the community. In some areas
schools face the additional problem that they may be one of the few places where the
Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities actually do interact in any meaningful
way within their town or district. As the Commonwealth Schools Commission's
report notes:
[In country towns] there is a social and geographical
segregation which has been created by tìie fact that the only
work opportunities available to Aboriginal people have been
semi-skilled, and that Aboriginal families have historically
lived in camps and fiinge communities on the edges of towns
(Groome & Hamilton, 1995, p. 20).

Introduction

This separation creates a situation where any conflict in community values and
understandings may become apparent to young Indigenous students only in the
school setting. Even if the educational practices of the school are entirely
appropriate, schools can be constructed as a site of community conflict. So when we
consider how schools can better cater for gifted Aboriginal students there is a need to
take into account more than simply pedagogical practice.

Gifted Indigenous students in schools

In a paper on the nature of creativity Henle (1962, p.36) argued that
if a solution is novel with respect to our own conceptual
system, if wefreeourselvesfromour own ideas, our own
views of situations in order to solve a problem, the process is
a creative one.
This makes intuitive sense, and it would seem the word 'creative' could easily be
replaced by 'gifted' here. The ability to overcome the negative aspects of an all too
typical experience of Aboriginal youth may be seen as a valid indicator of gifted
potential and not simply a Euro-centric or racist approach. Notwithstanding, it is an
approach that neglects the positives of Indigenous culture and experience. In this
regard it is limited at best. It could be argued to be a manifestation of a systemic
ethnocentrism, bias, and even racism in our educational practices in that 'cultural
difference' almost automatically translates to 'deficiency' in the school environment.
This type of racism also constructs an essential correlation between Indigenous
culture and the economic and social disadvantage that many Aboriginal children
experience.

Introduction

There have been many attempts to recognise the positive aspects of Aboriginal
culture. NAIDOC week celebrations are held in most schools, we fly the Aboriginal
flag and an Aboriginal perspective is being introduced across the curriculum in most
school systems, although it seems unlikely that practice yet meets with policy in this
regard (for examples of some positive approaches in science see Christie, 1991;
Edwards, 1993; Szabo & Smith, 1982). There is a danger too that such efforts are
basically superficial. As one teacher from the Northern Territory explains:
There is a tendency amongst educators to offset or mitigate
the distressing statistics on Aboriginal participation and
performance in secondary and tertiary education by
misleading and patronising reference to a universal talent
amongst Aboriginal people for art, music and dance (ForbesHarper, 1996 p. 2).

It is very easy to misinterpret abilities we do not understand or are unfamiliar as
evidence of gifted behaviour. For instance, author has had the good fortune to teach
two students who played didjeridu well. Many of the school staff interpreted the
ability of both students as gifted behaviour. When one spent time playing with them,
however, it became apparent that one was a far better musician than the other. In the
same way as in Western music where, for example, many people play the flute but
few play like James Galway or Jane Rutter. Playing the didjeridu may be a special
and rare ability but to suggest that everybody with even reasonable ability is actually
gifted would seem to deny the existence of anybody with truly great ability on the
instrument.

Cultural difference need not mean deficit or talent. A central idea in this thesis is that
giftedness refers to outstanding ability or abilities that have value in one or more
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cultural settings. The role of educators in settings where cultural differences exist is
to understand not just the abilities of the students, but also the values that may be
placed on those abilities in different parts of the student's life.
At an academic level, as opposed to the pedagogic situations so far considered, there
have been at least two doctoral theses considering the education of gifted Aboriginal
students. Both have been concerned with the identification of gifted students from
the Aboriginal student body. Mort Harslett (1994) interviewed 103 Aboriginal
children and 74 Aboriginal adults essentially asking what they thought was gifted
behaviour. Thefindingswere classified and used to provide a rating list that teachers
could use. Kay Gibson used a similar research method (Gibson, 1997a, 1997b) in
exploring possible cross-cultural 'core' attributes of giftedness and their usefialness
in identifying gifted urban Aboriginal students. From her research, Gibson also
developed an approach to identifying gifted Aboriginal students that teachers could
use (Gibson, 1996). Gibson's theoretical approach was based on the work of Mary
M. Frasier at the American National Research Centre on the Gifted and Talented at
the University of Georgia and has strong overlaps with approaches based on
Gardner's Multiple Intelligences Theory (Gardner, 1983; and see Vialle, 1997).
The research of both Harslett and Gibson has the advantage of allowing Indigenous
people to speak for themselves, which is certainly a step beyond the situation
described by Forbes-Harper. Both help develop an understanding of giftedness from
an Aboriginal perspective rather thanfromthe perspective of non-Aboriginal
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teachers guessing about Aboriginal culture. Reflecting on her methods, Gibson
wrote:
Although there were initial concerns related to the
appropriateness of the use of the interview method with a
non-Aboriginal interviewer, these concerns proved to be
unfounded and data withrichdetailed descriptions of gifted
behaviours were obtained using this method. Additionally, as
might be expected, the interview method provided greater
opportunity than was possible through the written
questionnaire, to clarify cultural differences in expressions
and understandings, and to verify and ratify the cultural
sensitivity of the coding practice used to categorise the data.
Therefore, because of the successfuhiess of the interview
method in data collection, it is strongly recommended for use
in future studies conducted to explore urban Aborigines'
conceptions of giftedness (1997b, p.267).
While there is validity to these reflections, a reading of this research does not aid an
understanding of real lives of gifted Aboriginal youths. This research is still anchored
in the traditions of normative psychology. The available literature does not offer an
analysis of the experience of gifted Aboriginal youth within their own social and
historical context.

International literature on Indigenous success

While the remainder of this review will not be pursued in a chronological fashion,
the first paper to be considered here is also the first of the group to be published. In
considering the development of broadcast conmiunication in Nigeria and other parts
of Africa, Frank Ugboajah (1979) concluded that the broadcast industry needed to
recognise the role of the traditional village announcer. He felt that the key to
successful broadcasting in these areas is recognition of the essentially communityoriented nature of African countries. Ugboajah's paper on conmiunications is typical
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of the literature on success among Indigenous people around the world in that it is
urging the dominant culture to recognise, accept, and even work with the differences
of Indigenous communities and cultures.

In more recent times this call for the greater recognition of traditional Indigenous
approaches to education has been widened to include even the physical buildings of
schools. Bamhardt and Dubbs (1998) argue that for many remote northern
communities in Alaska, school design, construction, and heating would be more
culturally and technologically appropriate if local materials and expertise were
utihzed. Tracing the history of the built environment in these communities they
found that following World War Two traditional log framed school buildings were
gradually replaced by larger and more modem structures. Some of the problems they
saw with this change were that the new buildings were expensive, physically
unsuitable, required labour and materials and relied on imported fuel for heating.
Bamhardt and Dubbs argued further that students are more likely to have a
successful learning experience if the physical school environment reflects a
culturally compatible social and physical environment in which the Indigenous
culture is recognised and built upon.

Moving to more traditional concems of the study of Education, Atlea's (1991) paper
discussing the history and future of Native education in Canada is most relevant to
the Australian context. This paper discusses the history and trauma of Native
education in Canada and stresses the importance of integrating the best of the Native
culture with the best of the Western culture in future Native education. The first
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section of the paper recognises that the educational practices in Canada have denied
and ignored Indigenous culture in an attempt to assimilate American Indians into the
Euro-Canadian society. In 1973 this started to change when the Federal government
of Canada adopted a new education policy in consultation with the National Indian
Brotherhood. The new policy affirmed Indigenous culture and encouraged EuroCanadians to share in the value of Native culture. Similar policy directions were
taken in Australia about twenty years later.

The second section of Atlea's paper proposes a theory of context, which was used to
analyse the conditions affecting education during the 1950s through to the 1970s. In
this analysis Atlea found that macro political, social and economic conditions do
affect micro elements such as student achievement. Based on this theory Atlea
speculates that if Canadian Indigenous education is to be successful in the coming
century then Native culture and education need to be revived and integrated into
modem society.

Some notion of cooperation between the Indigenous and western worlds is a
recurring theme in the literature of successful Indigenous education in many settings.
An important element of this cooperation seems to require the often dominant
western culture to accept that Indigenous peoples did engage in education before
colonisation. Western-based culture has tended to separate education and
socialisation, school and home while in many Indigenous settings this separation has
not been as marked. In exploring this idea in the context of Hawaii, Koki (1998)
found that while Pacific education historically involved parents and community
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members as important teachers, the American model of education made it difficult
for parents and community members to be involved in the education of their
children. Most barriers to family and community involvement were found to be
social and cultural, including lack of cultural awareness among teachers, importance
of community and church events over school activities, low priority given to family
involvement by some principals, and parental feelings of being unwelcome or
uncomfortable in school surroundings. Koki didfindsome successful cases of
community school interaction in Hawaii. In Afiica, Nduka (1980) noted the 'inherent
difficulties' of morals education in the colonial context where attempts were being
made to integrate western and traditional values. Success in this situation, it was
argued, could only comefi-omcooperation between school, home and the society at
large.
Finding a way to integrate Indigenous and western education is a difficult process,
however, as Baker (1991) found in the Austrahan context in the early 1990s.
Following the trends akeady described in Canada, schools in Australian Aboriginal
communities were, and still are, being pulled between an educational model that
stresses cultural pride and preservation and yet still emphasises uniformity of
education to prepare Aboriginal people for a place in the dominant society. Baker
presents case studies that illustrate this tension andfindsthe forces militating against
the success of the schools in these studies to be overwhelming. Interestingly, the
Aboriginal author Mudrooroo (1997) has noted that most of the better known and
published Aboriginal writers in the last decade have, as individuals, managed to
overcome the tension that Baker describes. Mudrooroo argues that these writers have
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been able to establish a sense of pride in their Aboriginal heritage but have largely
come from a group that has benefited from the processes of assimilation.

Malaysia apparently contrasts with Australia in circumstance yet possibly
demonstrates a similar post-colonial process. In Malaysia the Indigenous peoples are
the major part of the population and have reclaimed political and social dominance.
Hsu (1993) argues that in attempting to correct past injustices suffered by Indigenous
Malaysians under colonial rule, the Malaysian government has created new social
injustices that impact on a range of minority ethnic groups. Hsu's essay describes the
government's higher education policy aimed at bringing about greater cohesiveness
and unity among the racial groups through a common language, curriculum, and
learning experience but argues that this has led to greater ethnic polarisation than
ever before. The balance between integration and assimilation is different, but it is
being contested in Malaysia too.

While finding a balance between integration and assimilation may be difficult, most
of the educational programs reporting successful outcomes for Indigenous students
seemed to accept the need to combine the best of western and Indigenous cultures
and education. Many attempts to do this have been described as community
education. A recent book (May, 1999) has drawn this international trend together and
argues essentially that community-based education offers a means for Indigenous
peoples to direct and control the education process that they are involved in.
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A complementary approach that has been proposed involves a focus on universal
human processes. Blechman (1991) describes a model that uses mentors who are
biculturally competent to assist high-risk minority youth to develop good
communication skills. She argues that conamunication may have different cultural
forms but that effective commimication is a universal human trait. It can be learned
in two or more cultural contexts. In some places there have been deliberate attempts
to promote Indigenous forms of communication and learning. In Hawaii, for
example, a number of primary schools conduct all lessons in Hawaiian language,
only introducing learning in English in upper Primary years (Slaughter & Lia, 1994).
Similar schooling in Australia's Northern Territory has recently been abandoned.
One of the best attempts to formulate an approach to the combining of western and
Indigenous education comesfromthe Assembly of Alaska Native Educators (1998)
who have adopted a set of standards that schools and communities can use to
examine the extent to which they are attending to the educational and cultural wellbeing of their students. These 'cultural standards' are intended to complement Alaska
state content and performance standards. They include such items as: 'Culturally
knowledgeable students are well grounded in community heritage and traditions and
are able to build on their local cultural knowledge and skills to achieve personal
success and an awareness of their place in the world' and 'Culturally responsive
educators incorporate local ways of knowing and teaching' (Assembly of Alaska
Native Educators, 1998).
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Guiding theories
Having decided to develop a research project around approaches to the educational
needs of gifted Aboriginal students, I initially intended to adopt the techniques and
methods of 'grounded theory.' In their book introducing researchers to these
techniques, Strauss and Corbin defined grounded theory as:
... one that is inductively derivedfromthe study of the
phenomenon it represents. That is, it is discovered,
developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data
collection and analysis of data pertaining to that
phenomenon. Therefore, data collection, analysis and theory
stand in reciprocal relationship with each other. One does not
begin with a theory, then prove it. Rather one begins with an
area of study and what is relevant to that area is allowed to
emerge (1990, p. 23).
What emerged, though, was not completely true to this definition. While the studies
here were not intended to prove or disprove any particular theoretical positions, they
have been strongly guided by a range of theoretical workfroma variety of fields.
True to grounded theory methodology, the studies are empiricist in nature, but the
author's prior theoretical knowledge and concepts have had an influential role. This
has meant that rather than forming the basis for new theory, it is more accurate to say
that the sources and data used have provided the opportunity to explore theories from
other areas of scholarship within the context of questions and concernsfromthe field
of education.
The present section is intended to provide an outline of some of the ideas, theories,
methodologies and approaches that have informed the research reported in the rest of
the thesis. It should be read as relating to the author more so than to the sources and
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data. The theoretical work described here forms the background through which I,
both consciously and unconsciously, have interpreted the sources used throughout
the thesis.

The sociohistorical approach ofVygotsky

The work of the Russian psychologist Vygotsky is not new to the field of education
so we will begin there. Vygotsky's work was undertaken in the 1920s and 1930s
following the Russian Revolution. It was suppressed shortly after his death in the
mid 1930s and did not appear in English for another twenty years. For this reason his
work has not had anything like the influence on western psychology as that of
contemporaries from the west such as Piaget.

Vygotsky's work is now best known for the idea of the 'zone of proximal
development.' A key aspect on which this and other parts of Vygotsky's theoretical
approach was based was the relationship he described between culture and individual
psychological processes. Vygotsky held that 'development' as a whole is a process of
acquiring culture through interacting with adult members of the culture. The
pedagogical implications of this idea are broad but it also presents a potentially
fruitful basis for the analysis of the development of the individual within a society.
The zone of proximal development has been described as 'where culture and
cognition create each other' (Cole, 1985 p. 37) and Vygotsky is reported to have
found that the 'first problem of psychology is to show how the individual response
emerges from the forms of collective life' (Wertsch, 1985 p. iv).

Introduction

Vygotsky saw the individual and society as an interacting system, so historical and
social setting had a huge influence over the cognitive and cultural development of a
child. His theory was that any function in that development would appearfirstin the
social or interpsychological plane and then in the personal or intrapsychological
plane. An example of this can be drawnfiromPiaget's work that showed that
reasoning occurs in a children's group as an argument intended to prove one's own
point of view before it occurs as an internal activity where the child begins to
perceive and check the basis of his thought (Vygotsky, 1978). A child's development
is seen as a historical process and an explanation of mind requires an understanding
of the process that has developed it. This process involves not just the history of the
individual child, but also the history of the culture in which the child was developing
and, more broadly, the history of the development of the human species.
In the west, studies of cognitive and cultural development based on Vygotsky's
methods and theories have usually been referred to as 'sociohistorical' and have
generally used an activity, task or event as a unit of analysisframedwithin a
sociohistorical context. Similar approaches have been used infieldsincluding
sociology and history.

Annales School
Understoodfroman Enghsh language tradition or perspective, the French Annales
school could probably best be described as historical geographers. Their work shows
a keen interest in the environmental background to human interaction. The concepts
they use to explore this interest actually have many similarities to the concepts
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employed by Vygotsky, although their terminology and focuses are different. One of
the key concepts used by the Annales scholars is ideology, which they have
described as a system of representations in the form of images, myths, ideas and
concepts that exist and play a historical role within a given society (Duby, 1985, p.
152). The Annales scholars further develop this concept with the idea that ideology is
shaped by a number of competing and unifying mentalités as part of a social
dynamic. Mentalité is described as the 'automatic' that we all share, the frameworks
through which individuals interpret and respond to their world (Le Goff, 1985, p.
169). Mentalité is not conscious thought but rather is the background and foundation
to conscious thought. It is a concept similar to what Jung has called the 'collective
unconscious' in which we find the archetypes of a human society including its
heroes, its villains and its leaders. Archetypes are often hard to explain or articulate
but are instantly recognisable to every member of the society (Monte, 1977).

The Annales approach tends to focus on the beliefs and ideas of collectives and
groups and not on individuals. It is concerned with the structure and interrelation of
ideas, and not on ideas in isolation. In this approach unconscious beliefs are seen as
important. Although not necessarily sharing the same theoretical base, this work
shares some methodological approaches with the 'history from below' and
microhistory that has become more conmion in histories written in English.

Critics of the Annales approach argue that it does not account well for what is a
change or difference in the underlying mentality as opposed to what is simply a
change in knowledge or thought (Lloyd, 1990, p. 4). It is held that for mentality to be
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a useful descriptive tool, then characteristics of the underiying mentality of a group
need to be identified, distinctive, recurrent and pervasive. The detailed description
and even proof of distinctive mentalities and an explanation for how they may
develop and change that is called for in such criticism may indeed be useful. The
lack of such refinements, however, does not prevent the Annales use of ideology and
mentalityfrombeing a usefiil tool in attempting to imderstand people that are 'other'
in time or culture.
A most difficult andfinstratingaspect of the approach is that, in a way, it is
ultimately self-defeating. The events and practices that are shaped by the underlying
mentality of a group can only be studiedfromwithin and interpreted through the
underlying assumptions of the researcher. We may gain a better appreciation, a
closer understanding and even a greater respect for the mentality of other groups but
in the end it must be accepted that 'other is other' (Damton, 1985).
Within the specific context of this thesis, it is important to note that mentalities can
be both unifying and competing. For Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people alike, the
frameworks that are used to interpret and respond to the world are drawnfrommany
competing and even conflicting sources.

Some theories ofculture and memory
Any work about Aboriginal education must ultimately be about culture. Aboriginal
Australians may share a genetic heritage that traces to the people who inhabited the
continent before the arrival of peoplefromEurope and elsewhere. In itself, that does
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not giveriseto the possibility of distinct educational needs. That possibility arises
from differences that are usually referred to using the rather broad concept of
'culture.' The concept is too broad to be useful withoutfirstspending some time to
define its application here.
Geographers James Duncan (1992, p.38) and John Agnew (1992, p.53) described
culture as a democratic and dynamic process, a set of practices, interests and ideas
subject to collective revision. They see culture not as something that we have, but as
something that we actively produce and reproduce. Such a description highlights the
agency individuals have in the construction and reconstruction of cultures but
perhaps overlooks the epistemological base for what is being created. Educationalists
Harker and McConnochie (1985, p. 31) offer a more complex definition of culture,
which they see as a symbolic system with rules of interpretation that is constructed
within each individual. This symbolic system, they contend, has an epistemological
base or world-view that will lead to particular outcomes within a given historical and
geographical context. These outcomes may be economic, they may be about
relationship rules including identity and they may be expressive, in such forms as art
and music. In this view such things as art and music, or a particular social hierarchy,
are not culture in themselves. Instead they are the products of culture in a particular
context. As the context changes, so too do the cultural products. Similarly, as the
products change they may lead to changes in the underlying assumptions or
epistemological base. That is, the culture evolves.
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An important part of the 'world-view' at the base of a cultural process is that it is
shared. It is a view based on a contestable but shared knowledge or memory. Using
the term 'memory' here may departfromhow the term would often be applied in
cognitive psychology but it is more useful than the more narrow term 'knowledge'
because it allows for more than a simple accumulation of factsfromthe past.
Memory is a selective knowledge that has an effect on our actions and
understandings of the present, it is our link to our past selves, and is what we use to
define both our selves and our groups. Memory tells us both what we were and what
we are.
Memory serves as a great organiser and puts things together in a way that makes
sense and as we collect different pieces of information we revise our memories so
that they continue to make sense. In this process of revision we incorporate the
memories of others, not simply as a knowledge of their memory as a discrete piece of
information, but as an indistinguishable part of our own memory. A related concept
that should be mentioned is that of 'public memory'. Public memory might be seen
as the official or dominant memory of a social group and will usually be defined by
those with greatest power within the group.

Theories of the 'mainstream'

Whenever a particular group within society is singled out for study the group is often
identified by its differencefromthe mainstream. Mainstream is a very convenient
term as it covers everything that is normal or typical in a society. Finding what is
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normal and typical, however, is very difficult as social commentator Hugh Mackay
has pointed out:
... we could say that mainstream children - what a curiously
flat concept that sounds - Uve with both parents and that...
would be statistically true. But the one million children who
live with only one parent represent such a huge minority that
it is simply silly to exclude themfromany description of
what is typical (Mackay, 1999, p. 42).
Such unitary terms as 'mainstream,' 'Indigenous' and 'Aboriginal' hide such
complexity and diversity that their use can indeed be silly. Where they are used it
should simply be as a tool to simplify text and should not be taken to represent the
reality of society.

Building theory
A grounded theory approach calls for the building of new theory grounded in the
data. In the end this is unrealistic, as every researcher will interpret any data through
his or her own prior knowledge and experience or 'world-view' or 'mentality'. The
world-view developed while considering the range of theoretical work and other
literature outlined in this introduction must have an influence when it comes to
drawing together information and ideas in later chapters. To assist in being fully
aware of the influence the various ideas and theoretical work discussed so far might
have, it is necessary to draw them together to see something of how they may
influence the way the world is seen. It is also useful to explore how this world-view
may play out in interpreting educational practice.
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A synthesis ofprior theory
As young people are constructing knowledge and meaning, they are doing so within
a milieu of well articulated ideas and also within a range of ideas and values that
cannot be easily stated, identified or described. In constructing and reconstructing the
symbolic systems of culture, individuals are required to learn a range of both formal
and tacit knowledge.
In western cultures the systems of transmitting this knowledge have tended, at least
partially, to be separated: formal knowledge being transmitted through deliberate
education, often in schools, while the tacit knowledge of the culture may be
transmitted through sociaUsation. With this separation there is the opportunity for the
two processes to lose coherence and it should be no surprise tofindthat children
socialised into a particular world-view shouldfindit difficult to cope with a school
system derivedfromand reflecting a world-view of a different kind (Harker &
McConnochie, 1985, p. 38). It can be argued that this break down in the coherence of
school education and socialisation happens within western cultures due to factors
such as class and gender. The break down seems inevitable in multicultural or
polyethnic societies like Australia, New Zealand, the United States and Canada.

Methodology and structure of the text
The work presented here is the result of an ongoing process of questioning, thinking,
researching, theorising, writing, then thinking again, researching some more and so
on. What appears here is, at best, a snapshot of just one stage in that process. The
structure chosen to present this snapshot is intended to reflect something of the
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evolving nature of the work. It is also intended to allow the central themes of the
thesis to be approached jfrom a variety of places. The structure employed does not
conform to the 'five chapter thesis' typically presented in Education. Instead the
thesis is a collection of related, mostly historical studies as shown in the following
diagram:
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Throughout the milieu and individual studies a range of contributing information and
ideas have been added. In order to preserve something of the narrative drawn from
the sources being studied, these additions have been separated in the structure of the
text. The additions to the text include commentary on relevant theoretical work that
has been included in different places under the sub-heading 'Building Theory,'
following the terminologyfromthe Grounded Theory approach. Other additions
have been placed under the sub-heading 'Interlude.' The interludes include a range of
material including information related to the principal source being investigated and
stories told essentially to place the author in the work.
The final section of the text forms both a conclusion and an opportunity for
reflection, recognising that the completion of this thesis is not an end to the process
of thinking and investigating that it describes.

Policy development: an organising theme
In 1985 the National Aboriginal Education Committee (NAEC) issued a booklet
titled Philosophy, aims and policy guidelines for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander education (1985). The booklet dealt in detail with each level of education
from pre-school to tertiary and also with some specific issues. Underpinning the
statement were seven key aims for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education:
1. That Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education be a
process that builds on our cultural heritage and worldview.
2. That educational programs be developed using Aboriginal
learning styles accompanied by appropriate pedagogy.
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3. That Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education lead
to personal development and the acquisition of the skills
and learning needed for Australia today.
4. That Australia as a whole become aware of its Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander heritage and history.
5. That Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies be the
core of further cross-cultural studies in a multicultural
AustraUa.
6. That Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people be given
the responsibility for planning and implementing policies
on Aboriginal education.
7. That Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people be
trained for and employed in education service delivery
(National Aboriginal Education Committee, 1985, p. 5).

Ten years later, the Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and
Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) Taskforce for Education for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Peoples collected the recommendations from the National Review of
Education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and the 21 goals of the
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (NATSIEP) into
seven priorities:
1. To establish effective arrangements for the participation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in
educational decision-making.
2. To increase the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples employed in education and training.
3. To ensure equitable access for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander students to education and training services.
4. To ensure participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander students in education and training.
5. To ensure equitable and appropriate educational
achievement for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students.
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6. To promote, maintain and support the teaching of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies, cultures and
languages to all Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.
7. To provide conmiunity development training services
including proficiency in English literacy and numeracy for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander adults (MCEETYA
Taskforce on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Education, 1995, p. 1).

In 1985 the NAEC was the principal advisory group on Aboriginal Education to the
Commonwealth Government. The MCEETYA Taskforce a decade later was
probably a more influential policy group as its terms of reference came from a
council of the Education Ministers of all of the Australian States and Territories as
well as the Commonwealth. The Commonwealth does have a powerful position in
educational poHcy development because of its capacity to fund programs. However,
under Australia's constitutional arrangements it is the States and Territories that have
responsibility for education policy. Also, the State and Territory governments are the
principal provider of most educational services in their jurisdiction. In education,
then, national policy initiatives can only be pursued through the agreement of each of
the governments and cannot easily be imposed by the Commonwealth.

Despite its more limited audience, the membership of the NAEC was very similar to
that of the MCEETYA Taskforce. The members of both bodies were Indigenous
people and each body had representation from each state and territory (the NAEC did
not have a representative from the ACT as that territory was still administered by the
Commonwealth in the 1980s) and additional representatives from different
educational sectors. In fact a number of individuals who served on the NAEC also
served on the MCEETYA Taskforce, most notably the chairperson of the
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MCEETYA Taskforce, Dr Paul Hughes, had been a foundation member of the
NAEC and was the chair of the NAEC in 1985.
Given the similarity in the membership of these two groups, it would not be
unreasonable to expect a level of continuity, allowing for a degree of evolution, in
the advice they were giving to Government. Both of these things can be found in two
lists of goals reported above. Both lists included as goals the employment of a
greater number of Indigenous people in educational service delivery and the NAEC
goal that 'Australia as a whole become aware of its Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander heritage and history' is expanded by the Taskforce priority to 'promote,
maintain and support the teaching of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies,
cultures and languages to all Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.'
Some of the other goals and priorities, however, show significant divergence. The
taskforce goal to 'establish effective arrangements for the participation of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples in education decision making,' for example, is a
significant changefiromthe NAEC goal 'that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people be given the responsibility for planning and implementing policies on
Aboriginal education.' The earlier call for autonomy and self-management has been
replaced by a more limited participatory role for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people. It is also notable that the Taskforce places great emphasis on
'equitable access' and 'participation' in education and training whereas the NAEC
showed greater concern for curriculum and pedagogy found in goals such as
'Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education be a process that builds on our
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cultural heritage and world-view' and 'educational programs be developed using
Aboriginal learning styles accompanied by appropriate pedagogy.'

There are two significant changes here that are far more than a simple change in
emphasis. First there is a move away from the idea of self-management of
Indigenous Education PoHcy matters and, second, the focus moves away from the
nature of the educational services being provided to Indigenous students and squarely
onto the participation of Indigenous students in education and training, regardless of
its form.

Given the similarity of the membership of the Taskforce and the NAEC it is worth
considering for a moment the mechanical differences between the two groups. The
NAEC had initially been proposed under the Whitlam Government and actually
established by the Eraser Government, both of whom had clearly pursued a policy of
Aboriginal self-determination. The NAEC had a fairly broad brief to advise the
Commonwealth Minister for Education on matters relating to the Education of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. It had been actively calling for
independence from the Department of Education and sought to be established as a
statutory body or commission in its own right (National Aboriginal Education
Committee, 1982).

The MCEETYA Taskforce was working in a very different policy environment.
Despite the establishment of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission
(ATSIC) the Hawke Government had, in many ways, backed away from Aboriginal
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self determination in the late 1980s. It has been argued that the removal of Charlie
Perkins as head of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs was a significant symbol of
this change of policy direction (Read, 1990). Further, the Taskforce was not able to
set its own agenda but had been given very specific terms of reference to 'articulate...
in a way which clearly identifies agreed and desired outcomes' (Commonwealth of
Australia, 1994 appendices) the goals and areas identified in the NATSIEP.
It is an interesting outcome of the policy development process that just because a
taskforce is established that is representative of the constituent body, in this case the
Indigenous community, it does not follow that the report of that taskforce is entirely
what the members of the taskforce may have wanted to say. In the end, what can and
cannot be said in government consultation is often determined by what questions are
asked.
The policy process in forums such as Ministerial Councils or the Council of
Austrahan Governments (COAG) can be particularly convoluted. These councils
have no constitutional authority and only arrive at 'National' positions through the
consensus of all of the participating govenmients. With their different political
allegiances and specific policy agendas to agree, there are some obvious problems in
attempting to get nine goverrmaents to agree to anything. What can be easily
overlooked, though, is the extent of internal consultation process of each govertmient
before agreeing to a National policy. Treasuries will be asked to consider the
economic andfiscalimplications, Premier's Departments will seek to ensure that the
policy position is consistent with their government's policy in other areas and any
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Other agency with any sort of overlapping interest will also be included in a
circulation and comment process. In addition, each government may consult with
stakeholders in its own jurisdiction. The nature of the policy process will often limit
the scope of what a national policy can achieve.

So despite the apparent similarity of the NAEC and the MCEETYA Taskforce, there
is a significant contextual difference between the seven key goals listed by the
NAEC in 1985 and the seven priority areas collected by the Taskforce out of the
NATSIEP a decade later. In risking an over simplification, the goals of the 1985
document could be seen as the result of the discussions and deliberations of a group
of Indigenous educators, while the NATSIEP is a result of thefiillestextent of intergovernmental policy development in Australia. No matter how extensive the
consultation, under the current system of government, any National joint policy on
Indigenous education will always be a non-Indigenous document for and about
Indigenous people.

MILIEU STUDIES
The following chapters, grouped here under the banner of milieu studies, begin to
address the question of what factors led to the changes in Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Education Policy advice between 1985 and 1995. They can also be
read as a more general exploration of the milieu of ideas surrounding the education
of gifted Aboriginal students, and Aboriginal students as a whole, over the last
quarter of a century.

A common aspect of all of the theoretical work and traditions discussed in the
introduction is that they emphasise the importance of interpreting human activity and
human development within a wide social, historical and environmental context. Any
approach to educational research based on these theories will include an
understanding that what happens in schools and classrooms does not happen in
isolation. There is a web of social, economic and historical actions that influence
what is being taught and how it is being taught. The players in the education game
also bring their own personal backgrounds, beliefs and understandings to the activity
of education, be they teachers, students, administrators, curriculum developers, or
even architects.

No single study could even begin to account for the context of school education. It is
hoped that the studies included here will help to tease out at least some of the
underlying assumptions that those involved with the education of gifted Indigenous
students were bringing to the task in the late 1980s and early 1990s when the
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (NATSIEP) was
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being formulated. The emphasis here is on the miUeu of beliefs and understandings
and not the actual social and economic conditions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, which have been well covered in many other places. The
importance of these underlying assumptions and understandings is that they are so
often and so easily overlooked. They can be so ingrained and so 'obvious' that it can
be difficult to comprehend that there could be alternative ways to understand and
explain the world.
The studies included here are not exhaustive. They do not call to attention every
single idea that teachers, policy makers or students bring to the process of educating
gifted Aboriginal students. What they do achieve is to highlight some of the
understandings these people bring to the process of education and also some of the
understandings that the people who meet in the arena of education have about each
other. It is hoped that by highlighting some of the underlying assumptions brought to
the education of gifted Aboriginal students that a theoretical sensitivity might be
achieved so that when similar assumptions are encountered elsewhere they might be
more readily recognised and appreciated for what they are.

CHAPTER ONE: THE HISTORY BOOKS
In Education... the 'problem' largely continues to he
conceptualised as residing in the Other... Aboriginal youth
have frequently been the object of research and have been
constructed either as deviant, culturally impoverished and as
powerless victims, or have been stereotyped, iconised and
mythologised (Aveling, 1998, p. 302).

In education we see special attention given to a wide range of 'special' groups
including behaviour disorder, Indigenous, NESB, gifted and talented, and even boys
and girls. Our academics study these groups, our policy makers provide special
guidelines and our teachers often seek to provide for the special needs of each of
these and many other special groups. When any group is isolated, for study or for
special provision, or for any other reason, a process of 'othering' has occurred. No
matter how noble the intent or how much the nominated group may benefit, a process
of including and excluding takes place and, in education, this process is typically
dominated by people who are excluded from the special 'other' group or would be
considered 'mainstream' in the context of the particular othering process.

It has been argued that the binary of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal or 'black' and
'white' has many problems such as the authenticity of who is allowed to be included
in each group and who is allowed to speak for each group. Ignoring these
complexities for the moment, however, it must be noted that research into Aboriginal
education has ahnost exclusively concentrated on Aboriginal people and gives very
little attention to non-Aboriginal people or to 'whiteness' in the context of
Aboriginal education. To begin to appreciate the role a concept of 'whiteness' might
play in Aboriginal educational one need look no ftirther than the name of the
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principal 'black' group involved in Aboriginal education policy in New South
Wales: the Aboriginal Education Consultative Group. Its role is to consult with the
'mainstream,' which in this case, is represented by the Department of Education and
Training.
This chapter begins to address this issue and looks largely at non-Indigenous learning
as a context to Aboriginal education. The material in question is Australian historical
scholarship, which, with a few exceptions, is dominated by non-Aboriginal authors.
In considering this historiography we find that for a long time Aboriginal people
were simply not present in what was being written. It is really only in the work of the
1980s that we begin to see Aborigines represented in our mainstream histories. The
later part of the chapter will then consider how Aborigines have been represented in
a very public and political history in the 1990s.
If this were purely a study of the historiography and the writing of Aboriginal
history, then the scholarship of the 1980s would be very important. However, it
seems unlikely that this work will have had a significant impact on either policy
development or pedagogy in the 1990s or even early in the new century. The
scholarship of the 1980s was notfilteringthrough to undergraduate or school
education until the mid 1990s. The point of this chapter is to explore some of the
influences on, and understandings of, both policy makers and teachers in our
education system in the 1990s. By far the majority of these people hadfinishedtheir
own education well before the mid 1990s and very few of them will have maintained
an active interest in academic historical debate. The historical scholarship of the
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1980s and beyond may yet have a strong influence in education, but at this stage it
seems reasonable to assume that the scholarship before 1980 and the public debate of
the 1990s will have been far more influential in the thinking of poUcy makers and
teachers between 1985 and 1995.

Interlude: Myfirsthistory book
The reason for working through the historiography and thinking on Aboriginal
history in the later part of the twentieth century is to understand something of the
environment in which young Aboriginal people have grown up, the environment in
which policy has been made, and the environment in which teachers have developed
their skills and approaches. The purpose is to explore what influences both formal
and public histories and understandings of the past may have had. With this in mind I
dug out myfirstbook on AustraUan history which was a giftfrommy parents when I
was about seven years old: Australia From the Beginning (Pownall, 1980). This is a
book written for children and not for scholarly debate and here, perhaps, lies its
value. A children's book sold in book stores is likely to reveal more about popular
thought and understandings than scholarly work published in academic journals.

Wiping off a little dust revealed a cover I remembered well. It has a wrap-around
design to allow for two panoramic style pictures split by the book's title on the front
cover and a small blurb on the back. The top picture is of dmosaurs which along with
the first chapter of the book takes the idea of 'from the beginning' well before both
Aboriginal and European settlement. The second picture is a little more interesting,
depicting a parade of people set against a range of hills reminiscent of the Blue
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Mountains. At the head of this parade is a family of Aboriginal people, the man
carrying a spear in one hand and a wallaby slung over his shoulder. Behind this
family is an English officer, Philip perhaps, a sailor carrying the Union Jack, a redcoated soldier and a manacled convict. Following the soldier is what may be a free
settler family. Moving onto the back page there are a couple of gold 'diggers,' a
shearer with some sheep, a woman with two children now in distinctly twentieth
century clothing and, finally, an aviator.

Perhaps more than the text that follows, this cover illustration provides a
representation of a powerful imderstanding of Australian history. It is an
understanding that seems to reflect the public understandings of the nation's past
when it was published in 1980. Significantly Aboriginal people were seen as part of
the human history of the Australian continent but they are not seen again after the
arrival of the English. Similarly women are present but they are seen behind the male
characters in this parade. The very form of the illustration as a parade reinforces the
concept of 'history as progress'. Many histories are written around aframeworkof
progress and thisframeworkhas long dominated the understandings of the past
presented in schools. It is easy to think of the history of Australia in a progressive
summary of Aborigines, convicts, pastoralists, gold, self-government, war,
depression and so on. This summary ignores facts, events and people who seem
irrelevant to the known outcome of the progress and development of the national
story, even where such facts and events may still influence the way people privately
understand both the past and the contemporary world.
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Moving straight to the index of PownalPs book reveals references to Aborigines
under the sub-topics of 'association with whites,' 'conflict with whites,' 'native
police,' 'since 1900,' 'tribal life of and 'working'. The index notes material about
Aborigines on no fewer than 36 of the book's 126 pages. In this book Aborigines
have neither been forgotten nor, despite the cover illustration, placed as a prologue to
the white history. The place and role of Aborigines in the text, though, is a little
confusing. Once the book turns to the twentieth century, the first reference to
Aboriginal people is in regard to access to education. The reader is informed that
despite the emergence of high schools in some parts of Australia many children did
not have access to even primary education. Included in this group were country
children, the poor in the city and the Aboriginal children:
A few had lessons on Mission stations, but not many. Most of
them lived in places where no one bothered to see they went
to school. Not many white Australians worried about the dark
people who had once owned the whole continent. Even those
who cared thought they were a dying race and would fade out
of the world like the animals and creatures which had lived in
Austraha in prehistoric days (p. 94).

Even allowing for the fact that this is a book written for children, the 'storybook'
tone of Pownall's text is a little disconcerting. This is a genuine attempt to describe
and explain some of the disadvantage Aboriginal people have experienced in
Austraha but it comes without an apparent political agenda that one expects to find in
more recent writings in Aboriginal history. When analysed carefiilly, however, it is
possible to detect a set of underlying paternalistic assumptions in that the education
of Aborigines seems to require the interest of white people. This is an important
assumption to recognise, as it is one that many people involved in education today
share. I certainly did as I began teaching. It seemed obvious that these Aboriginal
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kids would be much better off if only we could get them to come to school more.
They might be, but by focussing on how 'we' can get them to attend 'our' schools,
issues such as what Aboriginal people actually wantfromschools and education are
not even considered.
The next time Aboriginal people appear in Pownall's narrative is set in the period
between the two world wars. The reader is again told of disadvantage and
discrimination but in a way that creates a sense of distance:
More Aborigines lived in the north than in other parts of
Australia. Those on Government Reserves hunted and fished,
drew pictures on bark or on the walls of caves, taught their
children the ways of their ancestors, and the places made
sacred in the Dreamtime.
Many others lived on cattle stations and worked as stock
hands. They were given food to eat, but sometimes not
enough for everyone in the family, and clothes to wear. These
were sometimes taken back if the Aborigines were leaving
the station even for a short time. They did not receive wages.
Aborigines who worked in towns were paid less than white
workers, and their children were not educated. If Aborigines
broke the white people's law, police sometimes hunted them
down in the bush, chained them by the neck and made them
walk long distances to be tried in the courts.
Some white AustraHans in the south believed the Aborigines
were treated badly. They said more should be done to help
them: that those who wished to live in the old tribal way
should do so on special Reserves. Others should be
assimilated and live like white Australians.
But even the kindest white people thought it was better that
part-Aboriginal children should be takenfromtheir parents
and brought up by the Government (pp. 94-95).
In this passage there is a clear sense that Aboriginal people have been wronged or at
least treated unfairly. Notable also, though, is the sense of removal here. The unfair
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treatment experienced by Aboriginal people happened far off in the north. The
'north' takes on an almost mystical quality where many Aborigines are still living in
a traditional lifestyle and connections to the dreamtime are still apparent to the nonAboriginal 'southern' observer.

In reading Pownall's work one gets the impression that intrusions into this place are
wrong, but also that the intrusions that have been made have very little to do with
anybody in the south. The reader is told how 'some white Australians in the south'
even spoke out against what was happening there. It must be assumed that other
white Australians in the south did not know what was going on in the north, which is
probably accurate. This text creates a separation between the actors in the story and
the author and her readers. Aboriginal experience is accepted as a part of the national
story yet it seems to have happened somewhere else, a place removedfromthe
experience of most Austrahans. This process has been repeated in the 1990s in the
public debate over a formal government apology to the stolen generations where
Prime Minister John Howard has sought to separate the Aboriginal experience by
time and by generation.

What must also be noted in this passage on twentieth century history is the absence
of Aboriginal peoplefromthe story of southern Australia. While the index of this
book includes a list of references to Aborigines since 1900, all of these references
relate to Aborigines in northern and central Australia. White history is still presented
as largely separate. This is made apparent when the very next sentence tells the
reader that more 'white people lived in the southern cities than in the rest of the
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country'. This understanding of the 1970s and 1980s is still common. It is an
understanding that allows people to quite genuinely say they 'want the money to go
to the real blacks'. It allows a recognition of the mistreatment of at least some
Aboriginal people and yet still denies the experience of other Aboriginal people to
the point of suggesting their claims to Aboriginal identity are fraudulent.
Thefinalsentence in this passage can be read in different ways. At one level it
reports that people at the time supported the policy of assimilation. In providing no
interpretation of this fact, though, it can be read as actually supporting assimilation.
This impression is reinforced by the description of the supporters of assimilation as
the 'kindest white people'. With the possible exception of a few reserves in the north,
assimilation appears to be both the inevitable andrightoutcome for Aboriginal
people. Even those maintaining a traditional lifestyle were to do so by the good grace
of white people on 'Government Reserves.'
If this passage is looked on as reporting the attitudes of the time and not the
understandings of the author, then it is necessary to look to what is missing. The
attitudes reported are those of white people and nothing is told of the attitudes of
Aboriginal people themselves. There is not even a glimpse, for example, of the
determination to survive as a people that has been a feature of many Aboriginal
communities throughout their association with white people. There is certainly no
indication that this might have happened in the south, as was to be shown just a few
years later in Peter Read's history of the Wiradjuri people of southern New South
Wales (Read, 1988).
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Towards the end of the book, Pownall devotes three pages to changes 'to the
Aboriginal people' from the late 1960s into the 1970s (pp. 118-120). In this section
Aboriginal people are presented as participating in their own affairs with the protest
of the Gurindji people at Wattie Creek being given particular prominence. Indeed the
reader is told that:
Aborigines also began to act for themselves. They formed
groups to work for things they wanted: work, decent houses,
more education for their children. They also wanted land
rights, therightto some of the land their people once owned
(p. 118).
The reader is also told of more Aborigines going to school and even to university, of
Albert Namatjira who is the 'first of his race to paint with western people's colours
and brushes' and of Aboriginal people working for the Government and Councils in
towns and settlements. The picture presented by Pownall is not entirely rosy, though,
and poor living conditions, malnutrition and difficult relations with the police are
noted. She concludes her report on Aboriginal Australia with:
Aborigines still live in poor conditions in many parts of
AustraUa. Things are better than they were, however. And
people are working to make them better still (p. 120).
Within the context of the discussion, this last sentence is thefirsttime the word
'people' appears to be used to refer to both black and white and that Aborigines are
given some sense of agency in their own affairs. The story told of the 1970s is one of
the Government and white Australia working with Aboriginal Austraha and
supporting them to make their own decisions and make their own way. It is a story
that reflects therisingtide of Aboriginal self-determination in the late 1970s when it
47
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was written but one where the idea that non-Aboriginal assistance is required is still
very strong.

Pownall's work was ahead of its time. Even in such a liberal and sympathetic
interpretation, however, one can still detect underlying assumptions on how success
is defined. All the improvements Pownall describes can be interpreted as Aborigines
being more like white people, as the success of assimilation. While some of the
protests such as Wattie Creek and the Tent Embassy are reported there is no
indication of the militancy in Aboriginal thought seen in the writing of Aboriginal
authors such as Kevin Gilbert and Oodgeroo Noonuccal, which Mudrooroo (Colin
Johnson) described as an attempt to reclaim some dignity in response to the 'policy
of assimilation [that] attempted to merge a dark minority - the remnants of the
victims of a brutal colonisation - into Anglo-Celtic life and culture without
questioning the right to do so' (1997, p. 14).

Expecting Pownall to show all of this in such a short general history would be unfair.
More importantly, expecting any historical work to show this in the 1970s is
probably unrealistic. This critique is written with the benefit of a further twenty years
of scholarship and debate. The point here is not to criticise Pownall's work but to
identify some of the assumptions underpinning it. Pownall's book is written for
children, it is not a scholarly work but is better regarded as a piece of pubUc history.
Despite this it offers a far more comprehensive coverage of the history of Aborigines
in Australia than Crowley's New History ofAustralia pubHshed just six years earher
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(1974). This in itself suggests a change in thinking on Aboriginal affairs through the
1970s.
It is as public history, though, that Pownall's work is important here. The underlying
assumptions found in her work better reflect, and had greater influence upon, the
public understandings of Aboriginal people and their history than the more radical
scholarly work being produced at the same time by historians like Henry Reynolds
(1981), Peter Read (1988) and Richard Broome (1982) and certainly had more
influence than work by Aboriginal writers outside the academy. This is reflected in
the explanation given by Commissioner Johnston on the decision to include a chapter
of the history of European domination of Aboriginal people in the national report of
the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody:
not because the chapter adds to what is known but because
what is known is known to historians and Aboriginal people;
it is little known to non-Aboriginal people and it is a
principal thesis of this report that it must become more
known (quoted in Board of Studies, 1997, p. 4).
It is likely that what is known is known to some historians and some Aboriginal
people. I suspect that in 1997, when I arrived to teach in western New South Wales,
my beliefs about Aboriginal people were influenced far more by the sort of
understandings revealed in the preceding analysis of Pownall's work than by
anything I had read as an undergraduate history student.
This is consistent with Howard Gardner's (1991) argument that people will hold their
folk understandings unless forced out of them. Gardner goes on to argue that in any
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field very few people have been forced out of their folk understandings and really
understand what they are doing and are expert at it. The reality of Aboriginal
education is that it is principally practised by people who, like me, are farfirombeing
experts.

A passing people: A context of public memory and public history
The influence of both academic and public history on the public memory of
Aboriginal people can be dealt with in two broad themes. The first has been called
the 'cult of forgetfulness,' which dominated twentieth century historiography up
until the early 1980s. This forgetfulness was being overcome in the academy and
also in the public histories produced as part of the Bicentenary in 1988. The second
theme considered here, though, is the very public remembering of Aboriginal history
in the early 1990s when, through the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody, the High Court cases known as Mabo and Wik, the Royal Commission into
the Stolen Generations and subsequent debate over reconciliation and native title
history became very pubUc and very political.

Public Forgetting
In the Boyer Lectures of 1968, the anthropologist W. Stanner revealed that while
preparing the lectures he had noticed a process of forgetting or 'disremembering'
Aboriginal people. A significant indication of this, he felt was that the 'powerhouse
of progressive social thought', the Department of Post-war Reconstruction, had not
taken up the challenge of Aboriginal Affairs. Stanner had been 'rehably informed',
that the idea of doing so had simply never occurred to those in the Department. This
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prompted him to explore a range of general histories and accounts of contemporary
AustraUan Ufe where he found an almost total neglect of Aboriginal people. He
worked through a range of works including books by Handcock, Eldershaw, Gratten,
Rawson, Fiztpatrick, Crawford and Greenwood published between the early 1930s
and late 1950s. Typical of his account of these books was hisfindingthat the multiauthored book edited by Greenwood mentioned Aboriginal people a total of five
times and not at all in relation to events after 1892. Stanner noted that even his own
work had neglected the continuing existence of Aborigines. While accepting that his
review of the literature was not exhaustive, Stanner felt:
A partial survey is enough to let me make the point that
inattention on such a scale cannot possibly be explained by
absent-mindedness. It is a structural matter, a viewfiroma
window which has been carefiilly placed to exclude a whole
quadrant of the landscape. What may well have begun as a
simple forgetting of other possible views turned under habit
and over time into something like a cult of forgetfuhiess
practised on a national scale. We have been able for so long
to disremember the aborigines (sic) that we are now hard put
to keep them in mind even when we most want to do so
(Stanner, 1968, pp. 24-5).
In contrast to what was being written, Stanner noted the existence of an oral tradition
in Aboriginal Australia that provided a 'coherent principle of explanation'. He also
noted that it was possible to write a reasonable account of Aboriginal Affairs based
totally on the written record of white people:
It had not been up to this time a matter of people looking
without being able to see: farfi-omit; many had seen,
described and analysed extremely well what was the case; the
pubHc documents after 1926 are full of really excellent
accounts of all the major conditions and circumstances of
Aboriginal Australia (Stanner, 1968, p. 15).
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Historians had also noticed that Aboriginal people were not present in the histories
that were being written. In reviewing the study of Australian history through the
middle of the 20th century, J. A. La Nauze noted that 'unlike the Maori, the American
Indian or the South African Bantu, the Australian Aboriginal is noticed in our history
only as a melancholy anthropological footnote' (La Nauze, 1959, p. 11). This was
not seen as a problem as it was generally accepted that Austrahan history was rightly
and properly about the colonists. Greenwood's Australia, a social and political
history (1968), published in the same year as Stanner's lecture, and Crowley's New
History ofAustralia (1974), published six years later, both take this as a given and
state it openly.
Historians cannot write about everything and the methodology of historians such as
Greenwood and Crowley is not at issue here. They set out to write the history of the
newcomers to the continent and did so. While Stanner, a contemporary, was critical
of the absence of Aboriginesfromhistorical scholarship, criticism is not the present
purpose. What is important here is to note that the forgetfulness was a widespread
habit. As with the officialsfromthe Department of Post-war Reconstruction, the idea
of including Aborigines simply did not occur to the historians writing at this time.
This reveals far more about the underlying assumptions of what history should
properly be about than it does about the intentions or skill of any particular historian.
Forgetting had become such a habit that an Australian historian could write of his
own disbelief on discovering some aspects of Aboriginal history:
Ifirstbecame aware of Aboriginal attempts to regain and
farm traditional lands, and the efforts of the Aboriginal
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Protection Board (APB) tofrustratethem, when I was
associated in 1982 with thefinalproduction phase of [the
film] Lousy Little Sixpence... there were references to the
efforts at the turn of the century of the people of
Cumeragunga to obtain some independence and autonomy by
farming their own small blocks and of the refiosal of the APB
to support the initiative.
I was, however, initially more than a little cynical of the
veracity of the claims being made for their success. This was
beyond my experience and perceptions of Aboriginal people
and I had never seen any reference to it in the history texts I
had read. Consequently I was sure the claims were another
indication of the unreliability of the oral record.
Of course, I would learn that I was wrong, but, like the
original doubting Thomas, I hadfirstto be exposed to the raw
wounds of race relations in our past (Kavanaugh, 1998, p.
182).

The Aboriginal experience of the past had been marginalised to the point of being
'beyond the experience' of someone with a professional interest in the history of the
country. It had been pushed to this point by a colonial power relationship that had
seen the outright denial of Aboriginal memory and claims of injustice. In the case of
farming referred to here, the colonial need was initially for closer settlement and then
for soldier settlement after the First World War. This had led to the Aboriginal
Protection Board (APB) officially marginalising the Aboriginal experience in 1927
by recording in their minutes that the Aborigines had not been working the land that
was to be reallocated (Goodall, 1997). While both Aboriginal and white people in the
area knew the land had been, and was still being cropped, the documented
prevarication quickly became official truth. In the same action Aboriginal people
were not just further dispossessed of land but their experience was actually denied
and officially forgotten.
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In a lecture in 1984, Henry Reynolds sought reasons for what Stanner had termed a
'cult of forgetfulness' (Reynolds, 1984). Firstly, Reynolds remarked, it was
consistent with the common notion that Australian Aborigines were a dying race.
This is an interesting process as it suggests the reason for forgetting the past of a
group of people is because they were perceived as having no future. More important
to Reynolds was that:
Early 20th century history was self-consciously nationalistic,
written to foster patriotism in the present, pride in the past.
Racial violence was an embarrassment, best forgotten,
especially as the heroes of the pioneer legend - squatters,
prospectors, explorers, overlanders - had helped to bloody the
billabongs (Reynolds, 1984 p. 4).

To remember the details of the colonial frontier would call into question the morality
of the settlement of which the nation was so proud. Reynolds felt it might even
question the right of the colonists to the land. The part any primitive ideas of land
rights had on the processes of forgetting in the early 20th century is unclear and it
should be remembered that Reynolds was speaking in a period of a national land
rights campaign. The need of white Australia to interpret the colonisation of the
continent as morally right is important though. Histories written in the 1800s gave
attention to the destruction of Aboriginal people and their way of Hfe while the cult
of forgetfuhiess did not begin until the 20th century. Forgetting was a part of how the
new nation of Austraha started to understand and explain its place in the world and
then its part in the First World War. There is a certain irony that an important part of
Australia's proud military tradition and the ANZAC legend is a belief in a peaceful
domestic history.
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In 1968 Stanner felt that the great silence on Aboriginal affairs was coming to an end
and by 1984 Reynolds perceived that there had been a change at least in the
historiography. The change was partly due to a world-wide reassessment of
European imperialism with Indigenous minority groups working together in their
protests. In Australia there had been the tent embassy, the Aboriginal flag and a
growing landrightsmovement strongly questioning the validity of the concept of
terra nullius. Reynolds observed that the change in scholarship included a huge
development in the pre-contact history of Aboriginal people and a recognition that
their long-lived culture had adapted to many environments and changes. Butlin's
(1983) work, in suggesting a much larger pre-contact population, supported an
understanding that there had been conflict on the colonial frontier.
Further, there was recognition that on the other side of thisfrontier,there had also
been a response to the arrival of the colonists that had been creative and complex.
The Aborigines were also meeting these new people, adapting to a new life and
battling to stay alive in conditions of adversity. Given the possible military links to
the 'great silence' raised earlier, this reinterpretation of thefrontierexperience has
been and remains complex, as Reynolds found:
All over the continent Aboriginals bled as proftisely and died
as bravely as white soldiers in Australia's 20th century wars.
How Australians will relatefrontierconflict to cherished
military traditions, to the ANZAC legend itself, has yet to be
determined. Will white Australians come to accept fallen
tribesmen as national heroes who died defending their way of
life against powerfiil invaders?... That such questions now
confront us is the clearest indication that the Great Australian
Silence has been shattered, the cult of forgetfixlness
abandoned. Slowly, unevenly, often with difficulty, white
Australians are incorporating the black experience into their
image of the national past (1984, p. 18).
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Throughout this periodfromthe late 1960s to the early 1980s the Aborigines and
their supporters were seeking more than land, they were also seeking a radical
reinterpretation of the past. In 1984 Reynolds felt this was happening in the
historiography but concluded that given 'how often history merges with politics, how
frequently the past and the present intersect' then these changes need to 'be sought in
the public as well as the private sphere, in the street as much as in the seminar room'
(p. 18).
During the early 1980s Aboriginal historians were also starting to assert theirrightto
write their own history. The group of Indigenous historians consulting on the
bicentennial history project argued that Aboriginal history ought to be written by
Aborigines for a number of reasons including the fact that many Aboriginal people
consider white versions to be more colonist propaganda and that Aboriginal
techniques of telling history such as legend, tradition, story, painting and dance are a
particular cultural form as valid as any other including white historiography
(Atkinson, WilHams, Wanganeen, & Langton, 1981). This group confirms Reynolds'
linking of landrightsand the interpretation of the past by concluding:
Most of this country has been takenfromour people in a little
over 190 years of colonisation. In tandem with the theft of
our land, has been a cultural repression denying us an identity
in Australian history. We, as Aboriginal people, can begin to
rectify the misconceptions about our history by writing it
ourselves. Colonisation was not a peacefiil process, nor have
we conceded defeat (Atkinson et al., 1981, p. 40).

History

This passage also demonstrates some of the complexities that are created by the
binary of Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal as we begin to see debate over who has the right
to speak for and represent the group. In this case a group seeking 'an identity in
Australian history' are claiming the absolute right to define and represent that
identity. This is understandable, given the way Aboriginal experience had been
marginalised in mainstream and public histories, but probably does more to sideline
the debate into who can authentically represent Aboriginal people than it does to
correct misconceptions. Interestingly this article was reprinted a few years later in a
teacher's guide to sources on Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (Atkinson,
Langton, Wanganeen, & Williams, 1985).

The historiography Reynolds was referring to included other work in the
Bicentennial History Project such as Cole's work on settlement in Amhem Land
(1980), Homer's account of the Day of Mourning organised to counter the
sesquicentenary celebrations in 1938 (1980), papers from Barwick and Langton
proposing possible areas for further research (Barwick, 1981; Langton, 1981),
Webby's study of the very different reactions of the Sydney Morning Herald and the
Australian to the Myall Creek Massacre, Ryan's study of the changing Aboriginal
policy in the Port Phillip area in 1838 (1980) and Rayner's article on the practice of
forced marriages in Tasmania (Rayner, 1981). The Bicentennial History Project had
been organised around a number of 'slice' years. The group working on 1938
actually pubHshed a collection of papers specifically devoted to Aboriginal history
(Gammage & Markus, 1982).
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This work culminated in a very visible presence of Aboriginal history in the major
publication of the project Australians: A historical library. Aborigines were also
written into Maloney's less expansive general history published under the title The
Penguin Bicentennial History ofAustralia (1987). Maloney's work was written for a
more general or popular readership and is probably a better indicator of how most
Australians were prepared to remember the past. The description and explanation of
Aboriginal participation in the bicentenary that are found in this book do a lot to set
the scene for the public debate of the 1990s:
Since the days of John Batman, there had been no progress in
making a treaty with the Aborigines and some of them,
understandably, refused to participate in preparations for the
Bicentenary. They regarded themselves as victims of a lost
war that had been waged against their people for 200 years
and they judged any form of celebration of its beginning as
derisory. Others of a less militantframeof mind had come to
accept the fact that there could be no complete return to the
Dream-time of their ancestors. They knew that they belonged
now to a nation the members of which held no responsibility
as individuals for a distant past and with whom they had to
work towards a betterfixturefor themselves and all
Australians. Amongst them even the most hopefiil and fairminded realized that their expectations would be slow in
fiilfihnent(p. 373).
Through the 1980s there was oftenfiercedebate about how Aboriginal histories
should be written and who should be allowed to write them, but they were being
written. By the end of the 1980s, though, it appears that a public remembering may
not have been as successfiil. In the introduction to his biography on Charlie Perkins,
historian Peter Read wrote of some of the turning points in his research for the
biography. An important one was reading a reportfroma senior official in the
Department of Aboriginal Affairs that was very critical of the legislation to set up the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC). Read wrote:
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Reflection on its cx)ntents brought home to me that the trends
in Aboriginal affairs since 1985 were not part of the ebb and
flow of impetus and reaction, which we had come to know
since the mid-1960s, but the end of that process. The tide of
Aboriginal self-determination had reached its upper mark at
about the time of the Brisbane Commonwealth Games in
October 1982. The unsuccessfiil attempt at uniform national
landrightsin 1983-85 was another, and last, wave whose
collapse pointed to a retreat which was then just beginning.
Progress, which we had come to assume was inevitable, had
become retreat. The legislation which established the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC)
brought much needed electoral reform. However, the former
licence of the Aborigines to decide their own priorities,
according to their own agendas and in their own perceived
interests, which had been granted under the Aboriginal
Development Commission Act, was swept to oblivion (Read,
1990, p. xii).
Read judged that the events of late 1988, where the subject of his biography, Perkins,
was removedfromhis position at the head of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs,
was due largely to a change in the Govermnent's agenda. The Government had been
able to tolerate Perkins' 'frequent departuresfromconventional public-service
demeanour' as long as it was pursuing the general principles of self-determination.
By the mid 1980s, however, they were trying to wind back this position. The reasons
for this change in agenda would be more apparent in the 1990s and Read's view that
the end of the process had been reached was to be proved very wrong.

Interlude: Prime Minister Keating at Redfem Park
On 10 December 1992, Prime Minister Paul Keating delivered a speech at the
Australian launch of the International Year of the World's Indigenous People that
became known as the Redfem Park Speech. The speech came in the wake of the
High Court's famous Mabo decision which had been delivered earlier that year and
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which, as Keating put it, did 'away with the bizarre conceit that this continent had no
owners prior to the settlement of Europeans' (Keating, 1993). This speech formed
part of a growing pubHc debate over native title and the history of the relationship
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Australia. As with the earlier
consideration of Pownall's book, the purpose of this interlude is to explore a more
public level of thinking about Aboriginal affairs to better understand the influences
in the policy environment and on policy makers and teachers.
Although letters to the editor will be used to examine the reaction to Keating's
Redfem Speech, my own memories of this public debate are primarily of my mother
and her father arguing the issues, and perhaps the myths. It was a debate I was to
hear many times again in the years that followed at family dinners, in university
tutorials and in the staff room of my school. The start of this debate, sparked mainly
by the Mabo ruling, coincided with my first year at university. My completion of a
first year survey course on AustraUan history to Federation, I was sure at the time,
gave me a rare authority to contribute to this debate, wherever it took place. Now, a
decade later, I know a great deal more about both the historical and contemporary
relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people and can contribute what
I have learned in an academic form such as the present thesis, but Ifindit far more
difficult to contribute to public debate. At times public debate is more passionate
when it is ill-informed and it is this passion that is important in the present
discussion. Keating's speech in Redfem was quite extraordinarilyfrankand forms a
stark contrast to the conservative response of the Howard government to the issue of
the stolen generation a few years later. The very candid nature of Keating's speech
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drew some equally forthright responses which allow us to see more clearly the range
of thought in the conmiunity.
Before considering the response, it is important to gain aflavourof the speech itself:
I am very pleased to be here today at the launch of
Australia's celebration of the 1993 International Year of the
World's Indigenous People.
It will be a year of great significance for Australia.
It comes at a time when we have committed ourselves to
succeeding in the test which so far we have always failed.
Because, in truth, we cannot confidently say that we have
succeeded as we would like to have succeeded if we have not
managed to extend opportunity and care, dignity and hope to
the indigenous people of Australia - the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people.
This is afimdamentaltest of our social goals and our national
will: our ability to say to ourselves and the rest of the world
that Australia is afirstrate social democracy, that we are
what we should be - the land of the fair go and the better
chance.
There is no more basic test of how seriously we mean these
things.
It is a test of our self-knowledge. Of how well we know the
land we live in. How well we know our history. How well we
recognise the fact that, complex as our contemporary identity
is, it cannot be separatedfiromAboriginal Australia. How
well we know what Aboriginal Australians know about
Australia.
Redfem is a good place to contemplate these things. Just a
mile or twofiromthe place where thefirstEuropean settlers
landed, in too many ways it tells us that their failure to bring
much more than devastation and demoralisation to
Aboriginal Australia continues to be our failure.
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Responses to this speech and to later issues such as the stolen generation drew a
distinction between early European settlers and contemporary Australians. There
continues to be strong rejection of the notion put here that the failures of the early
settlers continue to be a contemporary failure of all Australians. Keating argued
against both the temporal and geographic isolation of Aboriginal issues:
More I think than most Australians recognise, the plight of
Aboriginal Australians affects us all.
In Redfem it might be tempting to think that the reality
Aboriginal Australians face is somehow contained here, and
that the rest of us are insulated from it.
But of course, while all the dilemmas may exist here, they are
far from contained. We know the same dilemmas and more
are faced all over Australia...
We simply cannot sweep injustice aside... However
intractable the problems seem, we cannot resign ourselves to
failure - any more than we can hide behind the contemporary
version of Social Darwinism which says that to reach back
for the poor and dispossessed is to risk being dragged down.
That seems to me not only morally indefensible, but bad
history.

From here Keating began to tell a history that had only begun to appear in the
academic histories in the 1970s and 1980s and was not a well accepted public
account of the past:
And, as I say, the starting point might be to recognise that the
problem starts with us non-Aboriginal Australians.
It begins, I think, with that act of recognition. Recognition
that it was we who did the dispossessing.
We took the traditional lands and smashed the traditional way
oflife.
We brought the diseases. The Alcohol. We committed the
murders. We took the children from their mothers. We
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practised discrimination and exclusion. It was our ignorance
and our prejudice.

It is only in reaction to this sort of statement that we are given the real opportunity to
explore what ideas exist in the wider community. The response in a letter to the
editor of the Sydney Morning Herald on 16 December 1992 is similar to ones heard
in the family debates, tutorial and staff rooms mentioned earlier:
SIR: Perhaps it is another clever diversion jfrom the economic
plight of our country, but I took great offence at seeing Mr
Keating on television telling a group of Aboriginal people
that 'we committed the murders, we took the children from
the women...' I don't know who he meant by 'we', but I've
never murdered anybody; nor has my wife or children; nor
did my parents, my grandparents, or my great grandparents.
That's as far as my family goes back in this country, and I
would be considered a relatively 'old' Australian. There are
millions of 'new' Australians who have even less (if any)
connection to what happened in the late 1700s, and who are
resentful of having to bear the brunt of comments such as Mr
Keating's.
With the benefit of hindsight, it is now clearly obvious that
what happened to the Aboriginal people at the hands of the
English was a total disaster...
I happen to believe that the vast majority of contemporary
Australians are not racist and would love to see Aborigines
assume a position of dignity in this country. But to pursue
'policy by guilt' will only serve to perpetuate the hand-out
mentality...

It must be recognised that such public debate is filtered through the media as is
indicated in this letter. In his speech, Keating had already provided a rejoinder to this
criticism but it is unlikely that this would have made it onto the television news grab:
We failed to ask - how would I feel if this were done to me?
As a consequence, we failed to see that what we were doing
degraded all of us.
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If we needed a reminder of this, we received it this year. The
report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody showed with devastating clarity that the past lives on
in inequality, racism and injustice. In the prejudice and
ignorance of non-Aboriginal Australians, and in the
demoralisation and desperation, thefracturedidentity of so
many Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders.
For all of this, I do not believe that the report shouldfillus
with guilt. Down the years there has been no shortage of
guilt, but it has not produced the responses we need...
I think what we need to do is open our hearts a bit - all of us.
It is a reasonable aspect of public discourse that all sides of a debate will seek to
claim the ground of unity. Keating was inviting 'all of us' to share his way of
thinking, while others saw Keating's way of thinking as potentially divisive. MajorGen Alan Stretton was concerned that statements like Keating's would 'serve to
inflame racial hatred' (Sydney Morning Herald, 16 December 1992). He too saw any
atrocities as belongingfirmlyin the past:
If Mr Keating is referring to atrocities committed in the
colonies in the 19th century, I think the apology would be
much more appropriate comingfromthe Prime Minister of
the Government of the United Kingdom, which was then
responsible for the administration of their colonies.
Geraldine Walsh, the letters editor for the Sydney Morning Herald, summarised a
number of these letters received in December with the description 'Don't apologise
on my behalf, chum, I've nothing to apologise for' attitude' (21 December 1992).
She also pondered the 'Keating factor' noting that many letter writers 'dislike the
Prime Minister so much that even if he were to perform a loaves andfishesmiracle
on the economy they wouldn't accept as much as a crumb on principle'. The Keating
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factor cannot be ignored in this debate, but neither can the underlying perception that
the Aboriginal 'problem' belongs in the past.

ffistory in the 1990s
In the early 1990s historians were continuing the debate on how to write Aboriginal
history. Having noted the absence of Aborigines in our national histories up until the
1960s, Rose and Lewis (1992) argued that they had not really been included since.
Inclusion of Aboriginal people in the texts, they argued, had followed the model of
including women in our national histories which they described as 'add woman and
stir' (p. 27). While there was a growing number of authors writing separate
Aboriginal histories. Aborigines were very much kept in the background of the nonAboriginal or generalist histories. This separation ignored the fact that when we
seriously consider the social history of this country we do not see white histories,
black histories and women's histories but rather we see a history of people living in
association 'positively, negatively, ambivalently, absurdly, tragically, but ahnost
invariably side by side' (p. 28).

Rose and Lewis used the metaphor of a 'pinch' to explain the segregation of the texts
such that while the thimib of white histories and the fingers of black histories are
kept separate they do not bother us but when they were brought together they
grabbed at our conscience. The authors felt the time had come to change this:
In 1992 the time for false pride is truly over. So too is the
time for sentimentality and guilt. This is the time for
documenting in their fullness the sites where the nation has
been and is being constructed... Multiplicities of meaning
scattered about the countryside suggest that meaning lies in
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fragments. To bring thefragmentstogether is to feel the
pinch of diversity rather than the soothing banality of
uniformities. The result, we believe, will be empowering
understandings of the shared life of the people and places of
this country (Rose & Lewis, 1992, p.32).
Notably, prominent feminist historians were also including Aboriginal history in
their work which was written with very different underlying assumptionsfrommuch
of the work so far discussed. Creating a Nation, for example, is history written with
a purpose:
The challenge is tofindways of making the self-government
promised by a republic a reality for groups such as
Aborigines, women and ethnic minorities, whose lives until
now have been largely ruled by white men of British descent.
Those who comprise the nation should share equally in its
government (Grimshaw, Lake, McGrath, & Quartly, 1994)
These historians were also starting to show how much of our understandings of
Aboriginal Australia were derivedfromwhite constructions of the Aboriginal world.
As an example they noted a case where a 'senior Koori woman' was deploring the
loss of "her country and its original enjoyment' but the whites interpreting her
situation focussed on what they saw as a domineering patriarchy (Grimshaw, 1994).

Public remembering
In this same period history was being brought into the political life of the nation,
perhaps like never before. Aboriginal historyfirstmade its dramatic entry into public
life and consciousness in the early 1990s through the Royal Commission into
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. For thefirsttime ever an Australian Royal
Commission had estabUshed a history unit in an attempt to establish a historical
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context to its investigations (McGrath, 1994). The National Report of the
Commission begins with a chapter on the findings of this unit. To introduce the
chapter. Commissioner Johnston stated:
I include in this report a chapter on that history [of two
centuries of European domination of Aboriginal people]. I
make no apology for doing so. I do so not because the
chapter adds to what is known but because what is known is
known to historians and Aboriginal people; it is little known
to non-Aboriginal people and it is a principal thesis of this
report that it must become more known (Board of Studies,
1997, p. vi).

That history was to become more known very quickly as the Commission's reports
were followed by the High Court's decision commonly known as Mabo, which relied
significantly on the history of Aboriginal people in Queensland revealed in the
research of Henry Reynolds. In turn this was followed by Prime Minister Keating's
Redfem Speech, the Native Title Act 1993 and the International Year of Indigenous
People. The reaction to this new found public knowledge, however, was not entirely
what Commissioner Johnston may have hoped for. Rather than being discarded,
sentiment and guilt were to become tools in the public negotiation of the past and
many of our political leaders went searching for soothing uniformities with little
interest in a diversity of meanings.

A particular feature of the public debate that was to emerge was the often confusing
attacks on both academic historians and their work. John Howard's description of
Manning Clark's work as presenting a 'black armband' view of Australian History
seems at odds with the general academic criticism of Clark's work as ignoring the illtreatment of racial minorities, the oppression of women and Aborigines altogether.
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The politicisation of historians and their texts at one level characterises a belief that
our knowledge of the past is afimdamentalcultural resource that is far too important
to be delegated to experts. At another level it must be interpreted as part of a struggle
for authority over the past and how it is represented.
All social groups will construct an account of the past that works to sanction their
identity. This is true regardless of whether the group is defined by politics,
nationality, class, gender or ethnicity. As Curthoys (1992 p. 10) has noted, the recent
ethnicisation of discourse resultingfi-oma growing acceptance of a multicultural
model of society has led the previously unselfconscious dominant group to start to
fight for the representations that have authorised their own identity.
Howard, and others like him in public life, have sought to represent Australia's past
as quiet and united. Yet, as McQueen (1997) has argued this approach that gUdes
over the divisions of class, creed, ethnicity and gender that have driven our past
experience is as partisan as any other that Howard might seek to represent as biased.
McQueen's (1997, p. 199) criticism of the Liberal Party election slogan 'All of us' is
also telling here. Does one emphasise the 'all' or the 'us'? A government for 'all of
us' can easily become a government for 'all like us'.
With the emergence of the Native Title issue, the debate moved beyond being just
about the control of representations of the past as the evidence of historians like
Reynolds started to threaten the way mining and pastoral interests had operated to
date. The conservative reaction to the Maho and Wik decisions provided a pragmatic
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example of the falsely homogenised view of Australian society by asserting the
universal relevance of the traditions of one side of the colonialfrontier.In appealing
to poorly defined notions like 'certainty' and 'workability', Howard's ten point plan
ignored that 'contrary to common misconceptions about Australia's imagined
frontiers, Aboriginal law and custom continue to exist and create legitimate and
recognisable interests in land, resources and regions' (Howitt, 1998, p.30).
However poorly defined the notions of our past contained in the representations
favoured by conservatives like Howard, they had the advantage of appearing to be
based on a simple and secure set of 'facts'. This is much easier for the public to
accept than the post-modem approach 'marked by the recognition and celebration of
multiple histories [and] multiple meanings' called for by Rose and Lewis (1992). We
use the term 'history' to mean both what has happened in the past and how we retell
what has happened in the past. By and large the public does not accept the notion of
history as an ongoing debate and will favour the 'facts.' Post-modem historians who
have trouble even defining what a 'fact' is will have a difficult time winning the
minds of the general public.
The extent of this challenge is well demonstrated by Ann McGrath's story of
requesting assistance to attend the Australian Historical Association conference
while heading the history project of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody so that she might be 'up to date with debates relating to Aborigines and
justice' (1994, p. 25). McGrath's request was rejected because the Commission was
not interested in debate but only in 'incontrovertible facts.' McGrath was unsure
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whether the message that historians, like lawyers, also interpret the facts had not got
across to the public or that the actual process of interpretation was not considered
desirable.

Building theory: Public history
The colonial experience has been devastating for many Indigenous AustraUans. This
is a truth that is starting to be recognised by the wider Australian community where
people are becoming aware of, and appalled by, the disadvantage many Aboriginal
people have experienced. It is a truth, though, that has been long in coming as the
colonisers of the country have held tight control of what has been considered 'truth.'
Public histories have been structured and fabricated in ways that have often
completely denied the experiences of Aboriginal people.
The education of gifted Aboriginal students takes place within the context of these
public histories. A context that is influential on and in the development of the
individual students. In the first issue of the journal Public History Review, Ann
Curthoys and Paula Hamilton respond to the question of what makes history public
by observiQg that:
All social groups, whether defined by gender, ethnicity,
nationality or politics, construct an account of the past that
works to authorise their identity... Nationalists and national
liberation movements, labour, indigenousrights,and feminist
movements - all find an understanding of the past of
paramount importance (Curthoys & Hamilton, 1992, p. 8).
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In these terms, the outright denial of the experience of a particular group is far more
significant than a simple disagreement over what happened, but directly attacks the
group's authority to exist. Aboriginal people have worked very hard to make sense of
an alarming past and have then had to deal with the further trauma of having these
understandings and representations marginalised or completely ignored by the
dominant sections of Australian society.

Further examples of this process of marginalisation can be found outside of the
formal historiography and in purely public representations of the past. Birch (1996)
provides an excellent analysis of the highly politicised debate over moves by the
Victorian Labor Government to restore Koori names to the area known as the
Grampians (Gariwerd) in Western Victoria in the early 1990s. The move to change
some place names in the area actually camefi-omthe Victorian Tourism Commission
and not the local Koori people but nevertheless it drew a level of racist hysteria.
Some responses to the moves were just silly; for example Horsham Shire expressed
concern about its water supply. Other responses camefiromhighly complex
processes of forgetting and denying. An example of this type of response was the
claims that the original Aboriginal people had actually been afi-aid of the evil spirits
in the Grampians and never entered the mountains at all. Along with this story were
claims that the rock art found in the Grampians was actually painted by a French
Artist.

Birch argues that the colonial naming project of the nineteenth century was part of a
process of establishing the 'true knowledge' of white AustraUa. Many Koori names
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were appropriated as part of that process, but in appropriating the name the history
attached to the name was lost. It is only in the process of restoring the names that
there is a problem because it also requires restoring and recognising prior histories of
the place. One of the first pieces of legislation passed by the incoming Liberal
Government following this debate was to remove the name changes.

Others have noted the lack of attention to sites of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
contact in the 'pioneer' memorials and proclaimed heritage sites. The image that is
acknowledged is that of the heroic settler and the pre-contact Aborigine (Byrne,
1997, p. 21). Public historical geography has followed the trends we have seen in
academic histories. The Gariwerd/Grampians example, however, would suggest the
process of forgetting contemporary Aboriginal experience is continuing in this
domain.

The way 'Europe in Australia' has imagined itself in relation to the Indigenous
people can also be seen in the way Indigenous objects and art have been collected
and displayed (Mickler, 1991). In the late 1980s there was a great deal of debate,
protest and conflict over the future of the 'Old Brewery' site in Perth. Mickler argues
that the public presentation of the site as the 'Old Brewery' was itself a discursive
practice to deny the Nyoongar tradition of the site that, in their dreaming, was the
place where the Waugal, or giant serpent, left the river. The site is an important
landscape in Perth and the Government wanted to turn the site into a cultural centre
while the Nyoongar wished it to become parkland. Mickler preferred to call this
dispute the 'Battle of Goonininup' after the Nyoongar name for the place.
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As part of the plans to create a cultural centre on the site, the Western Australian
Government had purchased $12 million worth of Aboriginal art for display. All of
the art was from the Northern Territory (p. 74). This does suggest a 'totalisable'
sense of Aboriginal Australia. It can also be read as a strategic placement of
'traditional' objects against Unauthentic' and 'urban' Aborigines. Most importantly
to Mickler, though, is that Indigenous culture was being constructed as a 'thing' for
the use of the 'us' of the colonising nation. The restoration of a sacred area to a
semblance of its original state, on the other hand 'would be an unacceptably
compelling acknowledgment of Indigenous culture as a thing in and for them' (p.
76).

The Nyoongar battling against the estabhshment of a cultural centre on the site
eventually came under increasing pressure even from their allies such as the trades'
union movement to 'share' the site. This incensed Mickler who thought it fantastic
that, after 160 years of dispossession and impoverishment, that they were being
called upon to share. His observations that are particularly important to the
consideration of education were that:
The anti-colonial struggles of the indigenous rarely conform
to the purist models constructed by the petit-bourgeois leftwing of the colonising nation. Traditional supporters of
Aborigines have to come to terms with the problem that
cosmopolitan rhetorics of'the public' are disguised rhetorics
of imperialism and colonialism (Mickler, 1991, p. 87).

The idea of sharing place and culture is not necessarily wrong and is strongly
supported by many Aboriginal people (Mudrooroo, 1997). It is an idea that has
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particular resonance in the 'both ways' philosophy fovind in the New South Wales
and National Aboriginal Education Policies. In sharing though, educators do need to
be sensitive to the continuing processes of colonisation, no matter how well
intentioned our policies and practices. It should not be forgotten that the policy of
removing Aboriginal childrenfromtheir families was alsoframedwith the full and
noble intention of helping these children.
Education poHcy and practice has been driven by generations of politicians, public
servants, academics and teachers that have been, and continue to be, influenced by
the public forgetting of post-1788 Aboriginal Australia. The response of these people
to the public rememberings of the colonial Aboriginal experience in the 1990s has
been mixed and can be found in debate over the use of the word 'invasion' in new
syllabus documents and texts used in schools. Policy development between 1985 and
1995 was dealing with the end of Stanner's 'Great Austrahan Silence' (Finnane,
1994). The issues here have not yet been resolved but provide a significant context to
the changes observed in policy advice being given to government in that period.
This chapter has been primarily concerned with the understanding of the world nonAboriginal people bring to Aboriginal education through their histories. The next
chapter will provide the opportunity to explore these understanding further through
an examination of public television.

CHAPTER TWO: TELEVISION
it as it is'; but filming it as it is is usually engaging in a
discursive field of practices and conventions which has very
little to do with 'how it is' (Mudrooroo, 1994, p 266).

The study of historiography is a convenient way of accessing the milieu of thought
behind policy development and teaching practice. Teachers and policy makers are
generally well educated and it can be assumed will have had at least some exposure
to historical scholarship. It seems somewhat safer to assume that the generation
shaping policy and pedagogy at the start of the 1990s had a far more significant
exposure to television.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the image of Aboriginal Australia that was
presented in the very public medium of television from the inception of the medium
in the late 1950s. Since its inception, television has become perhaps the most
pervasive and accessible form of public representation in Australia. Given the
importance of the mediirai of television in recent decades it is surprisingly poorly
archived compared to documents in print. While newspapers are carefully collected
and preserved by state and national libraries, the collection of more modem media
such as radio and television is far less organised.

The source of the television material in this chapter is a collection made by the
Austrahan Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) of
television items broadcast by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC)
relating to Aboriginal affairs in any way. It is not clear how complete this record is.
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although the variety of material found in the archive would suggest it gives a fair
indication of the type of material that has been broadcast.

The potential bias of the material all coming from the ABC, the public broadcaster,
must be recognised. Many items shown on the ABC do not have mass appeal but
attract a very small and often very particular audience. Due to this, a study of ABC
television may not give a fair picture of what images of Aboriginal AustraHa were
being presented to the Australian viewing public when the commercial television
services are also considered. On the other hand, the ABC did not have serious
competition in current affairs shows in the 1960s and 1970s. In broad terms, though,
the ABC coverage of Aboriginal affairs is likely to have been more sympathetic to
Aborigines and Aboriginal perspectives than the commercial stations.

For the purposes of this chapter, the possible bias of using ABC items may be useful.
While there is no evidence that teachers and educational policy makers watch ABC
television more than any other part of society, they seem likely to be exposed to the
ideas presented on the public broadcaster. This exposure may be through tutorial and
informal discussion at university, or later through both formal and informal
professional debate. As with most education policy and practice, the ABC television
coverage of Aboriginal affairs intends to be supportive of Aboriginal people. Those
intentions are framed by a certain world-view, an intellectual milieu. The point of
this chapter is to explore and tease out some of this milieu within which policy
development and the practice of teaching takes place.
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The field of media studies offers a range of methodological approaches to the study
of television. For this chapter, however, the television items have been treated and
read as text. This is not entirely satisfactory as it does not provide a sophisticated
analysis of the actual visual element of television. It would be fair to say the analysis
is dominated by the audio component, or even the partial transcription of the audio
component, of many of the items.
The fact that television is very differentfromtext became very apparent while
viewing this archive. Television is sequential, the viewer basically has to take it in
the order that the director and producer put it together. Where there are 'subheadings', they are not easy to locate and there is never an index. Television also has
far less stylistic differentiation than the print medium. The lines between news,
opinion, entertainment and analysis are far less clear than is generally the case with
print. Some of this may change with the emergence of digital technologies, but up
until now the ways of accessing the information in television have been limited when
compared to text. It is not the purpose of this chapter to investigate the nature of the
mediiun. The point being made, though, is that television places the viewer in a
passive role and this does not inspire critical analysis of the material being presented.
Notwithstanding the limitations, presenting the television items as text to be read
does allow for the exploration of the ideas and understandings which underiie the
items and that is the purpose of this chapter. It also allows for a degree of
methodological consistency with other sections of this thesis. Finally, it allows for a
descriptive element in this report that will allow the reader to recall the familiar.
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While it is not possible to present clips of the video recording within the text here,
readers will know what the programs look like. Even if a particular program is
unknown, the style will generally be known and recognisable.
A further methodological issue when dealing with this source is the sheer volume of
material. The AIATSIS collection contains material put to air over a period of 35
years and includes a huge variety of materialfromthirty-second news stories, to
current affairs items, to multi-episode documentaries. The methodology employed to
deal with this volume of material has been to sample the collection at five-year
intervals. The exception to this is thefirstfiveyears of ABC television where
everything produced from 1958 to 1962 has been included in this analysis. This is
due to the very small amount of material produced in this period. After this the
material produced in 1968,1972,1978,1982, and 1988 has been included.
The choice of afiveyear interval was quite random, but has found some very
interesting years in Aboriginal affairs: 1968 is the year following the referendum
which gave the Commonwealth power to act in Aboriginal Affairs and is arguably
thefirstyear that Aborigines were considered citizens of the Commonwealth of
Australia; 1972 was the year the Aboriginal 'Tent Embassy' was established on the
lawns of Parliament House in Canberra; 1982 saw protests and international threats
of boycotts around the Commonwealth Games being held in Brisbane; and 1988, the
year of the bicentenary of the establishment of the colony of New South Wales and
promoted as a 'celebration of the nation', provided an opportunity for Aboriginal
protest and for a public reconsideration of the place of Aborigines within our nation.
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1958-1962
The appearance of Aborigines in the early years of Australian television was limited,
but more common than in history books of this era. The earliest appearance of
Aborigines was in Charles Chauvel's series Australian Walkabout (1958). Two years
earlier Chauvel had directed Australia'sfirstcolour featurefilmJedda.
The Australian Walkabout series chronicles a trip made by Chauvel and his wife,
Elsa, through central and northern Australia. The presentation of Aborigines in the
series varies greatly. In one episode the Chauvels join a droving team which the
visual evidence shows consists of mostly black stockmen. Despite this the only
reference to the Aboriginal workers in the 25 minute show is that they chant to the
cattle through the night. The people featured in interviews and focus stories are all
white.
In another episode the Chauvels visit a homestead in Pitjantjatjara country in the
north of South Australia. The homestead also has a large Aboriginal workforce and
this time a great deal of tune is spent considering these people. The presentation of
Aboriginal stories in this episode and many others contrasts with that of white stories
greatly. While the owner of the station and his wife are interviewed on camera, the
stories of the black workers are narrated and the voice of an Aboriginal person is not
heard once. From a modem perspective, the pictures of the Aborigines living on the
homestead must be regarded as patronising. At the time they reflected a belief in the
success of assimilation policy. The pictures present an ahnost formulaic view of
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'happy natives' helping the white boss with the chores. The viewer is shown the
homestead's hot water system and told it is the cheapest system in the world due to
the unlimited supply offirewoodand the fact that the 'native and his wife just keep
the homefiresburning'. This wonderfiil economic analysis completely ignores the
value of what is effectively slave labour. The story being told here is one of
assimilation working. Although we never hear itfi-omthem, the Aborigines on the
station are presented as being grateful for the opportunity to become labourers and
domestic servants on the station.
While staying at the station, Charles and Elsa spend sometimewith the Aboriginal
workforce. Elsa goes gathering with two young girls, commenting on how wonderfiil
it is not to have to worry about the latest fashions and focussing on the shyness of the
girls. Charles is taught to start afireby rubbing sticks together and says of his tutor
'There's something veryfineabout this old fella. Such dignity and poise and the
wisdom that has come down to him through a million years of living with nature'.
There is a construction of AboriginaUty that is consistent throughout the series. The
shyness that is identified on the homestead is complemented in a later episode when
an Aboriginal man isfilmedin poUce custody but the commentary tells us that it is
'very seldom that the natives get in any serious trouble'. The popular image of
Aborigines' involvement in crime would change dramatically in subsequent decades
but in Ihe 1950s Aborigines were being presented as a quiet, shy and peacefiil
people. They are also seen as a primitive, perhaps childlike people,fi-omancient
times. Comments like 'a million years of Uving with nature' serve to reinforce this.
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Even at a time when the ancient origins of Australian Aborigines were becoming
apparent, the idea of 'a miUion years' is a way of placing the society outside of time.
In a limited way this reflects the Aboriginal concept of the dreaming, but it does not
include a link to the present.
In this presentation, the timeless and childlike Aborigines are worthy of study at the
level of curiosity rather than understanding. In thefinalepisode of the Australian
Walkabout series, the Chauvels encounter what they have been looking for: 'a really
primitive Aborigine family on walkabout'. Their wish tofindsuch a family,
however, was not to improve their understanding of the way of life but to simply
observe what they expected tofindand to confirm their folk explanations and
understandings. They are interested in images of a hunter standing on one leg, of the
little piccaninny children and of 'primitive' himting. This is done in a respectful way,
and the skill of this family at living in the bush is acknowledged, but it is always
presented as 'primitive.'
In 1960 Stuart Scougall produced a documentary on the Pukamuni or mourning
ceremony on Melville Island (Scougall, 1960). Thisfihntakes the stance of objective
anthropological study. Notably we do not hear the voices of the people themselves,
or even a translation. Instead we are given an interpretation of the ceremony and the
sadness of the participants. Thisfilmlifts the Aborigines above the level of curiosity
but still they are a 'thing' to be studied.
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The next set of programs was based upon Aboriginal stories rather than Aborigines
themselves. In 1961 a series of puppet shows presenting stories that are apparently
traditional Aboriginal stories was produced (Copland, 1961a; 1961b). It would be
more accurate to say that these stories may have been based on traditional Aboriginal
stories. They are all given neat endings that would make sense to a white audience in
the tradition of 'the moral of the story is' but do not ring true to the common
narrative structure of traditional Aboriginal stories and songlines. The stories in this
series also present a strongly hierarchical tribal structure that is simply not a part of
Australian Aboriginal life. Similar to Chauval's series, white folk understandings are
being imposed on Aboriginal stories. Even allowing for the fact that this series is for
children, the simple language and actions of the heroes are also notable. Again
Aboriginal characters are presented as being primitive and childlike.
In the same year the ABC School's Unit included Aboriginal stories in the series
About Books (Weingott, 1961). In this episode they present the quite advanced notion
that Aboriginal paintings and oral tradition can be considered books. However, the
program then turns to the range of books written by white people who have written
down their versions of Aboriginal stories. To give the students viewing the program
a feel for these books, Roland Robinson then gives a reading of some of his poems
that he has based on Aboriginal stories. The first of these is actually about white
observations of Aboriginal life and does not even pretend to be putting a black
perspective.
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There is a sense of the disingenuousness about this program that is reinforced by
Robinson opening the program by saying, 'Well here I am in South Western New
South Wales,' when quite clearly he is in a studio and not in the bush at all. This is a
quite common and acceptable television technique, drawnfromtheatre, of asking the
audience to imagine the setting with the aid of a few props. In this case the technique
has been extended to the content as well, which is also similar to theatre. By using
the 'props' of Aboriginal words. Aboriginal names and stories that are unfamihar
enough that they may be Aboriginal drama is presented.
White Australia has a long tradition of appropriating parts of Aboriginal culture
(Parbury, 1992) and these television shows of 1961 can be seen as part of that
tradition. By presenting Aboriginal stories within white narrative and poetic norms,
Aboriginal culture is not seen as different, or 'other', but rather as a simpUstic
version of our own. The relationship that is being developed in these representations
is not between non-Aboriginal people and Aboriginal people, but between nonAboriginal people and their own images, stereotypes and myths.
In 1962 there were two programs on men who worked with or studied Aborigines: a
series on the anthropologist C.P. Mountford (Cowgill, 1962), and an interview with
Bill Harney who, among other things, was the Government's supervisor at what was
then known as Ayer's Rock and was a well known author at the time (Thompson,
1962). It is notable that through television we canfindout about Harney's views of,
say, Albert Namitjira but nothing of Namitjira himself
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In the interview, Hamey attempts to debunk some of the myths about Aboriginal
people. For example he feels that the idea of the Walkabout is actually a white
invention to explain the patterns of movement that had been so greatly disrupted by
the white presence. In doing this he seems to be amazed at the ignorance most white
AustraHans have about Aborigines. His surprise is that despite all the books and
government papers about Aborigines, people seem to know more about the
Vietnamese and South Africans.

Hamey also allows an insight into an anti-racist mentality that is probably forming in
reaction to the Social Darwinism of the previous century. Hamey emphasises the
equality of Aborigines through their essential sameness to Europeans. This he
expresses culturally by describing the similarity in the archetypes of Aboriginal
characters from the Dreamtime and those found in Greek mythology. He also does
this scientifically by suggesting that the Australoid people are a genetic sub-branch
of the Caucasoid people of westem and central Europe.

It is unclear where and how Hamey has developed these detailed cultural and genetic
theories and, given more recent scholarship, they are highly dubious. Underlying
them, though, is a world-view that is not radically different to that of Chauvel.
Hamey is less patemalistic, and possibly more respectfiil, but there is the underlying
assumption that Aborigines are just less advanced versions of Europeans and, given a
fair go, that they should be able to assimilate.
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In 1962 a series of documentaries specifically about the Aborigines was also
produced. This series was titled Alcheringa which is translated as meaning 'from the
very beguming of time' (Few, 1962). Each episode in this series has a different focus
such as turtlefishing,walkabout, shellfish, women gathering food,fishing,making a
stone axe, hunting a kangaroo, hunting an emu and trading.
The series is presented with the assumption that the traditional life being described
has completely gone. It does thisfromthe opening narration in the title sequence of
each episode which begins, 'There was a timeless land' aad then throughout the
series with constant references like, 'come with me back a few centuries and we'll
see how this axe could have been made' and, 'let's slip back in time to the days of
the Wiradjuri and see how this could have happened'. The sense that this traditional
life is reinforced by the 'to camera' narration being performed by an Aboriginal man
wearing a suit and tie and sitting in a comfortable sittiag room. The feel is of a
stereotypical university professor relating interesting facts about a distant past.
The presenter identifies his ancestors as Wiradjuri and shows their area 'along the
Murray' on a wall map:
From a primitive man's viewpoint, an excellent place to live.
Unfortunately for the Aboriginal, the new settlers from
Europe also found this area most suitable for colonisation. In
the skirmishes that followed the primitive Wiradjuri lost and
as a tribe ceased to exist (Few, 1962).
Alcheringa constructs the Aboriginal people in a timeless past and a time now past
with their descendants now fully integrated into European society.
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Thefinalprogram in thisfirstfiveyears is also thefirstto consider Aboriginal
people living in the present and in the city. Thefirstserious current affairs show on
Aboriginal people was a Four Comers program about the Aboriginal settlement at La
Perouse (Charlton, 1962). The assumptions behind this program are easy to identify
and are summed up when the reporter says:
In fact, it is like a test tube for the long drawn out experiment
of the assimilation of Aboriginal people that this country is
conducting. In Australia as a whole, and in NSW in
particular, there are now more Aboriginal people with
European blood then there are full bloods... Few would deny
that the Aboriginal problem is now one of assimilation into
the white community. That for the 100,000 Aborigines and
part Aborigines to survive and prosper among 10 million
white people they must learn to work and think like white
people do.
Charlton is presenting an anti-racist ideology but againfi-oma colonial
assimilationist perspective that the white community needs to do more to help the
Aboriginesfitin. In particular he calls for greater access to education so that the
Aborigines could then access better paying jobs and get out of the cycle of poverty, a
central theme of Aboriginal Education Policy in the 1990s.
Programsfiromthese early years of television were not overtly racist and, in some
cases, were distinctly anti-racist. However, they were all based on some basic
assumptions including that the Aborigines were a people that had passed except
perhaps in the remote Northern Territory and that the descendants of the full blood
Aborigines had apparently been integrated into white society, although a little more
effort may be required here. The programs were always about, and never with.
Aborigines, although this makes sense because within the prevailing world-view they
were either gone or too primitive to participate in their own representation.
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1968
By 1968 the makers of television were expanding their horizons and the medium had
become much more diverse in both content and style. With the exception of the
emergence of the new idea of Aboriginal Land Rights into current affairs
programming, however, the coverage of Aboriginal Affairs had changed little.

The scientific interest in ancient Aborigines was still evident with a program on the
study of the so called Talgai Skull (Haydon, 1968), there were still programs
showing successful integration of Aborigines into the rural labour force although the
programs from 1968 seem a little more like propaganda and a little less like naive
belief (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 1968; Mabey, 1968) and the history of
the demise of Aboriginal people was still presented in a fatalistic way (Brealey,
1968).

The new feature was the Land Rights issue and the coverage it received was to set
the pattern for current affairs coverage of Aboriginal issues. That is the reporters
carefiilly tried to present all sides of an issue but were largely pro-Aboriginal. This
may have been through their own sense of social justice or may simply have been
that supporting the under-dog created a greater sense of drama and made for a better
story. In covering this issue, both Geoffrey and Peter Luck (G. Luck, 1968; P. Luck,
1968) actually interview Aboriginal people on camera. While there are claims that
the Gurindji at Wattie Creek were simply being manipulated, these stories show the
Aboriginal people as genuine actors in their own affairs. Peter Luck's interview with
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Vincent Lingari has become quite famous and is one of the earliest cases where an
Aborigine was allowed to put his case directly on national television.
While supportive of Aborigines, these stories took place in the far removed North
and despite the Cattlemen's Association claims that if landrightswere granted at
Wattie Creek then Sydney's Domain could be next, the issue seemed to have little
day to day relevance. As far as television coverage was concerned, the issue might as
well have been in another country with the only coverage of the issue outside the
Northern Territory being 15 seconds of footage of a small protest march in Canberra
(Willesee, 1968).
The 1968 update in the world-viewed through television is to accommodate the idea
that in some remote parts of Northern Australia, Aborigines may not have died out
and that they may even have some politicalrights.While there are clearly many in
the community opposed to such ideas, there is a feeling presented in the television
programs that justice might be served by the granting of landrightsto these people,
if for no other reason than to get them off welfare.

1972

The programsfrom1972 include eight news or current affairs segments and two
episodesfromthe series A Big Country which was based on what we would now call
rural and regional AustraHa. Virtually the entire television coverage of Aboriginal
affairs was now about Aboriginal politics in one way or another. Analysis of this
material becomes somewhat subjective, and certainly more difficult, as the
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underlying mentalities can now be confused with concealed political objectives. We
are not just looking at the tacit knowledge underlying what is said, but also at what is
deliberately not said.
Through its concern with things rural and regional, A Big Country covered
Aboriginal affairs more than any other show on the ABC in the 1970s. Although not
always a current affairs program as such, the two episodes considered here are of a
current affairs nature, dealing with the landrightsissue within the context of bauxite
mining on Gove Island (Sparkes, 1972b) and with how welfare policy operates in
Brewarrina in western New South Wales. Both programs are presented by John
Sparkes which draws attention to the influence individuals can have in an area as
small as the media coverage of Aboriginal affairs. However, this influence should
not be overstated as a journalist is also significantly influenced by what the audience
is prepared to believe. A journalist producing a large volume of the television on an
issue or topic may have huge influence within the boundaries of what the audience
will accept, but by crossing those boundaries, stepping outside the common worldview or mentality, influence is replaced by rejection.
Sparkes begins the program that is essentially about race relations on Gove Island in
Amhem Land since the start of bauxite mining there with the readily accepted
construction of 'Aborigine as timeless nomad'. With images of seemingly endless
tree-lined beaches, Gove is presented as a distant and lonely place even for the
nomadic Aborigines. Eventually, the viewer is told, the land came to be considered
Yirrkala territory. The fact that the Yirrkala possession probably occurred tens of
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thousands of years ago is not evident and what difference lies between the ideas of
'considered Yirrkala territory' and 'owned by the Yirrkala' is ambiguous. It seems
that since the Gurindji strike and claims for land at Wattie Creek that the common
world-view acceptable to the ABC television audience may have shifted to
accommodate the continuing existing of Aborigines on traditional lands. The
accepted nature of the relationship between those people and the land was unclear
and remains so thirty years later. While it seems acceptable that Aboriginal people
living on their traditional lands should have gained some benefitfiromthose lands, it
was certainly not the common view that they actually owned the land in either a legal
or moral sense, or that they should be allowed to manage it.
The images of endless beaches are replaced by large scale mining and huge trucks.
The lack of moral ownership is confirmed by the news that the Yirrkala had lost a
court case claiming title to the land being mined. The interviews with the local white
population make it clear that they do not see that the landrightsissue affects them
really as the mining will happen either way. They are far more concerned about the
Aborigines walking through blasting sites than by their land claims. Sparkes was
initially amazed by, but quite understanding of, the Yirrkala decision to charge for
anything the white man wanted, includingfilmof them.
While not taking sides on the landrightsissues, the program does present the people
of Gove Island as well led and well organised. A paternalistic tone remains, but the
impression is that the people's claims should not be rejected out of hand. Sparkes'
(Sparkes, 1972a) presentation of the Aboriginal population at Brewarrina, New
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South Wales, is quite different. To anyone who has worked for the government in a
regional location, the title 'Head Office is a Long Way Away' has a very familiar
ring to it. In this case the phrase is used to indicate the disparity between the welfare
policy of a distant government agency and the real lives of people in the bush. In
particular, the program is highly critical of the policy of directfinancialassistance to
Aboriginal people. Apparently more than any other cause, this policy, or the local
white resentment of the policy, has led to great racial division in Brewarrina.
Sparkes very carefiilly shows that many of the rumours about the amount of money
the Aboriginal population gets are inaccurate. His program, though, gives a lot of
support to the opinion of many locals that the Aborigines are not spending the money
properly. As one local woman puts it:
'Why should they be getting this money when they are not
using it correctly? Nothing's been made to force them to
improve (sic).'
At a time when government paternalism is officially gone, we see here an underlying
assumption that Aborigines are not able to handle money properly and that the white
community is entitled to define the correct use of money.
Taking the two programs together, we see emerging a difference in the coverage of
Aboriginal affairs in remote parts of the country when compared to matters closer to
the home of most white Australians in the south-east. This difference is also
expressed in terms of'ftill-blood' and 'half-caste' and 'traditional' and 'detribahsed'.
The mentality behind this would appear to be the presumption that assimilation had
been successfiil. Full-blood, traditional Aborigines living in remote parts of the
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country may have a case for special consideration, but the rest of 'them' should
behave like the rest of 'us'. It only takes a mild level of racial tunnel-vision to
overlook the contradiction here.

At least the existence of Aboriginal people in the cities of the south-east was being
recognised in 1972. John Temple's story Black Mood (Temple, 1972), for example,
covered what he described as a 'black urban elite' based in the Sydney suburb of
Redfem. Temple points out that this group is a minority and is far from
representative but, on the other hand, that it is offering a 'clear and coherent message
of frustration and anger.' It is the message of division, though, that is then
emphasised as Temple travels to an Aboriginal reserve out of Bourke and interviews
a leader of that community who explains that his people want to work towards
Aboriginal improvement within the white rules and that they reject the more radical
protests and claims. Without mention of violence, images of the scuffle outside
Parliament House in Canberra that year are shown. Other potential sources of
concern over this black urban elite are also covered such as the group who visited
China as guests of the Chinese Government and came back suggesting Aboriginal
Austraha could follow the commune model of rural production.

Temple's story essentially gives the final words to members of his radical urban
elite. Charhe Perkins is able to reftite the view from reserves saying that all
Aborigines had a responsibility to restore their own culture. Then Gary Foley is able
to outline his views on economic independence and explain that he had given away
trying to work through the system because the system was not geared for the
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outcomes they wanted. Temple's summation is ambivalent, but points out that black
militancy is not about to go away.

Other coverage of the rising black radicalism in 1972 played more strongly on fears
of violence. Richard Carlton's (Carlton, 1972) coverage of the police removing the
Aboriginal Tent Embassy is more critical of the Govermnent and the police but is
dominated by pictures of the scuffle that broke out as the poHce made arrests. This
piece starts with references to the police dogs and cattle prods of America's deep
south, which is quite absurdly dramatic compared to the fihn of the scuffle in
Canberra. Ken Dimipleton's (Dumpleton, 1972) story on a very uneventful protest
march in Darwin also features footage of the Canberra arrests. Dumpleton's story
also features an interview with a local Aboriginal leader who expresses his fears that
as the young people pick up white values then there may be more widespread
violence.

A news piece covering a planned protest in Sydney (Australian Broadcasting
Corporation, 1972a) worked the unrepresentative angle, describing Aborigines as the
most confused people in Australia. This division was emphasised in another news
piece (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 1972b) in which the newly elected
Aboriginal Senator, Bonner, was reported as being unhappy with the way the
Government, of which he was a part, had gone about removing the Tent Embassy but
that he was also opposed to the embassy protest.
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There is a clear slant in the representation of black radicalism but it is difficult to
read too much intent into it. The links to possible violence and division are primarily
a function of what the press see as a 'good story.' The point, though, is that this is
really the only coverage of Aboriginal people and events. We learn nothing about the
work of the Nimrod Theatre but we are able to safely write off the most vocal
supporters of landrightsas a group of unrepresentative radicals who are probably
violent and have links to communism.
A final feature new to ABC television by 1972 was the humanitarian or possibly
liberal coverage of poverty and discrimination. The two stories of this nature featured
the high Indigenous child mortality rate in Alice Springs (King, 1972) and racism
being experienced particularly in regard to securing the lease on a house (Oxenburgh,
1972) in rural Western Australia. The latter story here presents this type of prejudice
as an issue because it is hindering full assimilation. Notwithstanding the assumed
best outcome, these pieces provide a fair coverage of real social problems but, again,
the point is what is not shown. The coverage of Aborigines on ABC television in
1972 is entirely negative. Aborigines are constructed as a problem people, even if
they are not always held to be at fault.

1978

The small settlement of Aurukun on the western coast of Cape York was to dominate
television coverage of Aboriginal affairs in 1978 and generally that coverage
supported the Aboriginal people. This was partly due to the fact that Sydney and
Melbourne based journalists tended to treat the extremely conservative Queensland
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govemment as fair game (Jennett, 1983) but also revealed a growing acceptance that
there may at least be a case for Aboriginal land rights. If nothing else, the 1978
television representation of Aborigines allows for a people who are capable of
political organisation.

The purpose here is to consider television representations and not to present a history
of Aurukun. So briefly, Aurukun had been a Methodist and then Uniting Church
mission station. The Commonwealth Govenmient had sought to return the mission to
the Aboriginal people and establish some level of self-administration. The
Queensland Govemment of Bjelke-Peterson had objected to this but had agreed to
establish a shire council at Aurukun. From here versions of what happened vary, but
it seems clear that the State Govemment allowed the newly formed council little or
no autonomy. In particular it would not allow the Council to appoint a Shire Clerk.
When the State Govemment appointed a Brisbane-based public servant as acting
Shire Clerk the Council sent back its State funding. Soon after this Bjelke-Peterson
announced that a 'reign of terror' had taken hold of Aurukun and dismissed the
Council. At the same time the Uniting Church minister and a number of other church
representatives were evicted.

All of the ABC television news coverage of the Aurukun issue was focussed on
Senator Bonner and his criticisms of the Bjelke-Peterson Govemment. There was
one current affairs story filmed at Aurukun where the local people were allowed to
tell their own story but in all six news stories in 1978 the Aboriginal perspective was
told only through Senator Bonner. There are a number of good reasons for this such
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as it being much easier to access Bonner in Canberra or Brisbane than it was to travel
to Cape York, and the conflict of a Liberal Party SenatorfromQueensland criticising
his conservative colleagues being more 'newsworthy.' Another reason that must be
considered is that Bonner was acceptable to a white television audience.
Bonner was the first Aboriginal leader whose opinions had gained any substantial
presence in the mainstream media. Other Aboriginal people like Charles Perkins had
certainly gained a good deal of media attention, but principally as a news maker. It
was only later that Perkins was sought out for his comments on issues and events in
the way that Bonner was during his time in Parhament. Following Bonner, a number
of Aboriginal people, apartfromPerkins, were to gain this same access to the
mainstream media as commentators on Aboriginal Affairs including Pat O'Shane,
Noel Pearson and Mick Dodson. These people often had competing and even
conflicting points of view but all of them had what the white community would
consider a good education, held jobs within the white system and generally were well
dressed,froma white perspective, when infrontof the television camera. So while
Aboriginal people were no longer shut out of the mainstream media altogether,
access was still very much on white terms. A similar phenomenon can be seen with
Aboriginal literature in English where those with the skills to write were largely the
products of either incarceration, such as Kevin Gilbert, or assimilation, such as Sally
Morgan (Mudrooroo, 1997 p. 14).
In one current affairs program on Aurukun (Moore, 1978), the host identifies the
issue as based in the differences between Queensland and Commonwealth policy.
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Queensland was still pursuing a policy of assimilation while the Commonwealth had
moved on to a policy of integration. The one program that was actually filmed in
Aurukun identifies a slightly different set of issues (Smith, 1978). Firstly the local
people were only too aware of how the Aboriginal people had been forcibly removed
from the nearby mission at Mapoon in 1963, the same year that bauxite mining had
started in that area. Further, the local people were aware that Comalco had taken
large mining leases in the area around Aurukun. The local Aborigines were afraid
that they might lose the land which they still deeply felt was theirs, the land that they
hunted on and the land on which they were now running cattle. Apart from the
traditional association they had with the land, the people of Aurukun felt they were
under economic threat and that they might be left to live as 'black Europeans
dependant on welfare'. Much of the case made in this program rests on interviews
with church representatives, but it goes a lot closer to presenting the perspective of
the Aborigines involved than any other show considered so far.

The tactics used by the Queensland Government to keep control of Aurukun, though,
are significant. The claims of lawlessness were powerful both because the people of
Aurukun had no immediate means of reply, and because the images rang true with
the white community's image of an Aboriginal settlement. Queensland's Minister for
Local Government, Mr Hinze, was even able to make the alleged violence seem to
threaten white society by throwing in the image of a young white woman going to
teach at Aurukun (Smith, 1978). Hinze was also able to suggest that the likes of
Bonner and the Conmionwealth Government were trying to divide AustraHa and
were 'making the Aborigine the most hated people in Australia' (Australian
Broadcasting Corporation, 1978a). This rhetoric only had impact because it
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reinforced the idea that Aboriginal people lacked agency in their own affairs. The
sheer weight of evidence had made it impossible to continue with the behef that
Aboriginal people had disappeared altogether but it was still possible to believably
construct them as political non-entities.
Criticism of the Commonwealth Government in relation to mining in the Northern
Territory similarly was made by whites such as the ALP member for the Northern
Territory, Bob Collins, and the Aboriginal people themselves were not given time on
camera (AustraHan Broadcasting Corporation, 1978b, 1978c). In the criticism that
was made it was apparent that despite the Commonwealth's show of negotiating with
the Aboriginal people, it had gone ahead with the Ranger Uranium mine before final
agreements had been reached. Policy on paper can apparently be different to policy
in practice.
The lack of agency is also seen in a story about efforts to save a collection of
Indigenous artefactsfromMelville Island (Chown, 1978). The story is about the
efforts of Sandra Holmes, a white woman, to have her extensive collection of
artefacts preserved by a National collector such as the National Art Gallery in
Canberra. During the story the audience is told that Sandra is known in Darwin as the
'white nigger' and in interview she says she believes the policy of assimilation has
been genocide. Nevertheless, this is another 'Aboriginal' story that does not actually
involve an Aboriginal person.
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Mandawuy Yunupingu, later well known as the lead singer in the band Yothu Yindi,
was chairman of the Northern Land Council in the 1970s. In 1978, ABC television
presented a profile on him (Ross, 1978). This profile made much of the fact that
Yunupingu spent time living a basically traditional life with his family and was also
able to work in the white world of political negotiation. Visually reinforcing this are
pictures of a suit wearing Yunupingu in a cluttered office on the telephone and
contrasting this is an almost naked Yunupingu spearfishingon an empty beach.
Galarrwuy Yunupingu's ability to so successfiiUy live in two worlds is rare but this
fihn was public evidence that it could be done. The two worlds, though, are very
easy to present as significantly separate. Yunupingu is even seen to travel between
them on an airplane. It would have been much harder to show, and may be much
harder to actually achieve, this bi-cultural success when the gap between the two
cultures is less pronounced.
There is no equivalent television representations of Aboriginal people successfiiUy
living in both the black and the white worlds in the south. The representations of the
Aboriginal leaders of the south is all in white terms: O'Shane is a magistrate, Bonner
a politician and Perkins a public servant. The representation of these people is not
negative but their success is presented in terms of their success in the mainstream
white culture, even when they are campaigning for Indigenousrights.It is only in the
exotic context of the Northern Territory that we see a positive representation of a
continuing Aboriginal culture. The world as viewed through 1978 television provides
no indication of a continuing and distinctive Aboriginal culture in the south.
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The Series A Big Country included four programs directly related to Indigenous
people and affairs in 1978 (Barnes, 1978; Connolly, 1978; Sparkes, 1978a, 1978b).
Each of these programs presented a positive view of Aboriginal people but again the
stories are all located in the far north and even the Torres Strait except for one story
on thefilmingof the movie The Chant ofJimmy Blacksmith. Thisfilmrelates to an
incident that happened in 1900 so this program is dislocated in time.
Finally, buried in a long interview with career public servant and sometimes
academic, Herbert Coombs, are some observations which are central to this thesis
(Evans, 1978). In this wide ranging interview. Coombs reveals that when Prime
Minister Holt asked him to head the Department of Aboriginal Affairs he had
assumed it would be the same as dealing with any other depressed minority. What he
had discovered in the position, however, was the strength of Aboriginality.
Aboriginal identity. Coombs had found, was important to Aboriginal people and the
last thing most Aboriginal people wanted was to be absorbed into the larger
conmiunity. From this perspective. Coombs was able to offer a very perceptive
criticism of government administrative structure and approach to Aboriginal issues:
I think it boils down really to the fact that if we design
policies for their benefit, we design them in our terms, and
really with objectives that are fundamentally assimilationist.
Even though we are not aware of that, we are trying to make
them like us, because we think that's good for them. But
furthermore, when we introduce policies of that kind, it not
only fails to achieve the purposes for which it was designed
but it introduces conflict between ideas that we're trying to
put into their head and ideas that they've inherited or which
have comefi^omtheir own society (Evans, 1978).
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For the purposes of this chapter, this interview with Coombs is of little interest.
Coombs is telling what he thinks based on a particular experience and is not
concerned if his opinions are widely accepted or not. This tells us little about any
underlying or widely held world-view but his observations on policy formation are
worth noting.

1982
The AIATSIS archive has seven ABC TV news storiesfrom1982 with at least one
of Neville Bonner, CharUe Perkins or Pat O'Shane featuring in each story. The two
stories featuring O'Shane are takenfroman address she gave following a tour of the
Western Division of New South Wales. In one story she expresses surprise at the
lack of community responsibility towards Aborigines in this area (Austrahan
Broadcasting Corporation, 1982g).
The second story deals specifically with the town of Moree where there had been
some violence (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 1982c). This story reveals that
there were at least two very different versions of what was happening in Moree. On
the one side a local pubUcan is interviewed and blamed Aborigines who were not
from the Moree area for the violence in the town. Contrasting this, O'Shane claimed
to have evidence that the police had refiised to act on reports of shootings and
assaults made by white men in the black settlements aroimd Moree. In this version of
events, the violence in Moree was probably instigated by local Aborigines in
retaliation for violence that had been brought to their settlements. Despite the
obvious difference in these versions, the TV news story rehes on O'Shane to provide
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an Aboriginal perspective and does not interview any Aboriginal people from Moree.
The story does give a high level of credibility to O'Shane's claims but, importantly,
the issue seems to simply be the failure of the police to act. It is speculation, but it
seems unlikely that if a white person had been shot that the reporter would have
settled with letting a lone interviewee make the claims and leave it at that. Such a
story would probably include an interview with the person who had been shot, or at
least a relative of the person, and an attempt to interview a senior police officer or
even the Minister for Police. In the actual story, the apparent Aboriginal victims of
violence and even shootings remain anonymous.

This news story on Moree reveals a great deal about some of the strange possibilities
and combinations of racism. The content of the story implies racism on the part of
the police and could be considered to be pro-Aboriginal. Structurally, however, the
story ignores the Aboriginal participants. It is a story produced by a white reporter,
for a white audience and it focuses on the white institution of the police. O'Shane is
allowed to participate in the story due to her position within the white system. She
had recently visited the town but could hardly be deemed an expert on the local
situation.

The publican who blames Aborigines from outside the Moree area highlights another
aspect of racism in Australia. Racism is based on a set of assumptions or stereotypes
made about a particular group of people. These assumptions are generally of the tacit
kind that have been explored in this thesis. They are tied up in a person's world-view
or mentality. When a member of a particular group does not fulfil the negative
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stereotypes of that group, then that information needs to be accommodated within the
existing world-view of the observer, or the world-view needs to be adjusted.
Accommodation is generally the easier path. In this case the publican is likely to
know a number of local Aboriginal men and know that they are reasonable
individuals who are not inherently violent. By exempting these local men and
blaming out-of-towners, the publican is able to reconcile his knowledge of particular
individuals without interrupting the underlying assumption that might be sunamed up
as something like 'blacks are bad news.'
This style of accommodation was apparent in conmaunity reactions to neighbours
from 'enemy nations' during the Second World War (Leonard, 1996). There was no
inconsistency in the notion that all ItaUans in Australia should be interned because
they are all bad, except the local greengrocer who has been a part of our community
for years. How often does this happen in the classroom? If a student does notfitthe
stereotype do we alter the stereotype, or explain to ourselves that this student must be
an exception?
In other news stories in 1982, Bonner and Perkins disagreed on the nature protests
should take at the Commonwealth Games (Australian Broadcasting Corporation,
1982a, 1982d). Bonner criticised a High Court ruling relating to land rights
(Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 1982e) and was interviewed after he had been
overlooked for the position of Minister for Aboriginal Affairs (Australian
Broadcasting Corporation, 1982Q. Perkins called for the sacking of the Speaker of
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the Legislative Assembly of the Northern Territory following racist remarks
(Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 1982b).

Away from the news, one program presented a story on the efforts of the Western
AustraUan Musevim to protect Aboriginal archaeological sites in the Pilbara region
(Clayton, 1982). Again the construction is of an Aboriginal past that is now gone.
This theme is also present in the program hosted by historian Geoffrey Blainey
(Clayton, 1982). In this program Blainey travels with the archaeologist Mulvaney to
the south west of Tasmania to examine sites of human habitation that are at least
20,000 years old. This program forms part of a revision of the interpretation of precontact Aboriginal society. In this revision, pre-contact Aboriginal society is
presented as being highly successfiil and, with evidence of religious life as old as
anything in the middle east, Australia is presented as the cradle of a different but not
inferior civilisation. Blainey finishes the program with an outline of the downfall of
this civilisation with the coming of the Europeans. He believes the dispossession of
the Aborigines was a failing within many great achievements of European
settlement. This presentation is not as condescending, and perhaps a little more
honest than, say, the Alcheringa series made twenty years earlier (Few, 1962) but the
ideas have not changed that much. Whatever its status then, Aboriginal culture was
basically a thing of the past, of pre-history.

1988

Michael Meadows and Cheyenne Oldham (Meadows & Oldham, 1991) have
presented an article on the television coverage of Aborigines in the bicentennial year
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including commercial television. They found that in the lead up to 26 January the
media focus was on the potential for violence and that when it did not eventuate
Aboriginal issues dropped off the media agenda all together. ABC TV news coverage
of Aboriginal issues was very limited in 1988 and all of it worked from the
ideological construction of Aborigines as a problem people. There were stories about
inquiries into the financial management of the Aboriginal Development Commission
(Grant, 1988) and the subsequent sacking of Charles Perkins as head of the
Department of Aboriginal Affairs (McMullen, 1988). There were also stories about
the Muirhead report (Bormann, 1988; Jay, 1988) which looked at Aboriginal crime
and relations with police. The Muirhead report made some very useful
recommendations and was certainly a newsworthy story. However, the media
coverage of the Aboriginal 'crime problem', including deaths in custody had no
balancing stories on Aboriginal success. The total TV news coverage of Aborigines
in 1988 reinforced the idea of the 'Aboriginal problem.'

A refreshing difference to this was a half hour special about the gathering of
Aboriginal people from all over Australia for a demonstration in Sydney on 26
January 1988 called One People Sing Freedom (Everett, 1988). No fewer than 64
television programs or items have been considered for this chapter and this is the
only one of them that was actually made completely from an Aboriginal perspective.

Interlude: At the movies
During NAJDOC week and in the final stages of writing this thesis I attended a
screening of the film Lousy Little Sixpence at the National Library of Australia. The
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screening drew the crowd you would expect in Canberra on a working day, basically
retired and 'well read,' as they say, I guess I was the token graduate student.
Scattered through the theatre, our group watched the documentary that, at twenty
years or so, was old enough to have actually been shot on film although if it were to
be produced today would have gone to video. Thisfilmwas not an early Rabbit
ProofFence. When it was made it was telling a story that even some of its consultant
historians did not know. It told a the story of how, through thefirsthalf of the
twentieth century, the Aboriginal Protection Board in New South Wales directed
many Aboriginal girls awayfiromthe missions and reserves and trained them as
domestic servants. Primarily through interview and with extensive use of news films
fi-om the period. Lousy Little Sixpence detailed how the girls were removed firom
their families, the conditions of the training homes and how they were treated when
placed in the 'care' of white families.
Thisfilmwas one of thefirstto delve into this aspect of our history that, as we have
seen, was so neglected in our formal histories, both written andfilmed.It was one of
thefirst,but it was made twenty years ago. Since then so much has happened to
bring this sort of story to the attention of the pubHc. Given this, I was particularly
struck by a conversation I overheard while leaving the theatre afi;er thefihnhad
finished. One woman in her sixties, I would guess, turned to another and said, 'So
what do you make of that then?' Then, after a pause, she continued: 'I had no idea.
Isn't that the most shamefial thing you have ever seen?'
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The story was shameful. It was also a shame that even in 2002 this story could be
new to members of this interested audience in our nation's capital. The stories still
need to be told.

Building theory: Public memory
Just as history is a discursive practice used to explain the past, so is memory.
Memory is more than the simple accumulation of facts from the past. It is a selective
knowledge that has an effect on our actions and understandings in the present. At the
same time, memory includes our knowledge of and from the past. Memory is our
link with our past selves. It is what we all use to define our 'selves.' It is also what
we use to define our groups, what it is that 'we' as a group were and are. In the same
way that individuals rely on their memory to sustain their personal identity, groups
use a collective memory to sustain a corporate or community identity (Broome,
1990).

Memory has traditionally been seen as a very personal phenomenon. Our memories,
perhaps like nothing else, are taken to be our own. This may be so, but the process of
remembering, and that of forgetting, must also be seen as a social activity. The
selection of what information we remember, for example, can be influenced by
others. We do not remember everything because to use memory effectively we must
be able to forget much of the sensory input we receive. We must forget or we will
live in a world that is nothing but detail. An essential part of our thinking process is
the ability to generalise, to abstract relevant information, to forget what does not
matter. Too much detail will obscure that which is important beyond the point of
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usefulness (Lowenthal, 1985, pp. 197-200). Simply put, to remember all the detail of
a lifetime would take a lifetime. Due to this memories are in a constant state of flux,
we choose to remember new things, and old information is forgotten. Memory is
constantly being created and recreated.
It is at the point of choosing and creating memories that the individual begins to
become involved in group processes. The way we choose what to remember and
what to forget is not entirely personal. It is, at least in part, due to a social structure.
Memory develops to meet social demands, if only because society provides an
emotional interest that favours particular images and memories (Shotter, 1990, p.
128). To function in society we are required to remember particular types of
information in both a functional domain, like how to tell the time, and a personal or
emotional domain, like a friend's coffee order.
There is a great deal of overlap between memories determined privately and
memories determined socially. Our memories of afriendare usually quite personal,
our choice offriends,however, is often socially determined. Most people have
personal and emotional memories of their family, but it is society that determines
who we include in this grouping. In modem western society the family is a relatively
limited group of people but in many societies the family group is much larger.
As well as the influence society has on the way we shape our memories, it is a very
human habit to share memories. Sharing memories allows us to validate our memory
and gives our memories endurance (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 196). As we share memories
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we knit them together, our primary memories made directlyfromour experience of
an event and the memories others have shared with us. Eventually we just cannot tell
the difference. This can be seen in the way many people 'see' themselves in their
own memories, as if they were standing away watchingfromthe side. It is clearly not
possible that this is a primary memory, a memory of the individual's actual
experience. Rather it must be a combination of the individual's own memory of an
event and the memory of another or a number of others who saw and shared their
experience of the event. It is sensible that our memories should do this as we all have
a need for things to make sense. Memory serves as the great organiser. As we collect
different pieces of information we revise our memory in such a way that things make
sense. In this revision we incorporate the shared memories of others, not simply as
knowledge of their memory, but as an indistinguishable part of our own memory.
The interpretation of an experience will vary between one person and another and
people within any group willfindand share different solutions to problems. When
these experiences and solutions are shared and incorporated in the memory of
individuals an interpretation that transcends that of the individual is created. A
situation arises where key individuals can leave a group, but the group will retain the
memory of those individuals. The group will still be able to use the interpretations
and solutions of the missing person or people. This is well documented in the case of
large companies where those studying the phenomenon have termed it organisational
memory (Walsh & Ungson, 1991, p. 61). So it can be seen that memory is not just
shaped by society, it can also in some way be stored and used by a group.
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Michael Polanyi described a phenomenon akin to intuition as 'tacit knowledge.' This
he described simply as we can know more than we can tell' (Polanyi, 1967, p. 4). To
describe this phenomenon, Polanyi focused on the process of academic research.
Good research depends on finding good, original problems. Yet, as Plato had pointed
out in Meno, either you know what you are looking for, in which case there is no
problem, or you do not know what you are looking for in which case you can not
expect to find anything (Polanyi, 1967, p. 21).
Plato explained this by claiming the experience of past lives existed. A more
plausible explanation seems to he in the use of collective memory that allows us to
know important things, to use the knowledge of others, without necessarily being
able to articulate them. If this is so, a large part of academic research is simply the
endeavour to articulate that which, at some level, we already know and understand.
This would sound familiar to most researchers who all seem to know the answer
when they have found it. More recent writers on the subject have referred to the
transfer of tacit knowledge as socialisation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995, p. 205)
which sits comfortably with a range of theories and thinking on the separation
between education and socialisation (for example Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, pp. 32930; Harker & McConnochie, 1985, p. 36).
If memory is taken as a social phenomenon, then the idea of public memory can be
usefiil. Public memory is the 'official' or 'authorised' memory of a social group. It
incorporates articulated memories such as formal histories as well as less defined
memories including tacit knowledge and notions of identity. Public memory creates
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social cohesion but, as it is contested, can also be the centre of a great deal of social
conflict. In the 1990s, Australian historians began to turn their attention to how
memory has been contested in this country:
In Australia, the nationahstic impulse to define a national
identity has been enthusiastically embraced. Numerous
publiclyfimdedand officially authorised projects - the
bicentennial commemorations of white settlement in 1988,
the commissioning of official histories... have sought to
define and prescribe a distinctive Austrahan culture, a sense
of place, a creative voice, and a national history. This
preoccupation with identity is a preoccupation with claiming
the past. The white possession of Australia was defined in
terms of a 'European vision', a way of seeing and
understanding derivedfiromthe memories of the culture and
economy of Europe and the sweeping effects of imperiahsm
in the preceding centuries. For Europeans, Australia was the
last inhabitable continent - the last unknown. New memories
needed to be forged for the continent to be inscribed by white
history... White occupation of the continent continues to be
problematic as memories of Aboriginal genocide and
dispossession haunt Australian society today (Darian-Smith
& Hanülton, 1994, pp. 2-3).

What our historians have found is that pubUc memory has been dominated by the
powerful in our society, but the dominance has not destroyed all possible altemative
or counter memories. Aboriginal people, and other disadvantaged groups, may often
protest against pubUc memory, but they also contest for a place within public
memory (Mudrooroo, 1994). White memories of Australia have been informed by
black memories and black memories have been informed by white memories. All
have contributed to a common pubhc memory, although certainly not equally.

Television has become one of the most invasive mediums of communication and
must surely be a major site for the contestation of pubhc memory. The presentation
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of Indigenous issues and Indigenous people in this medium will have an important
effect on how non-Aboriginal people know Aboriginal people and how Aboriginal
people know themselves. Knowledge here should be thought of in terms of the more
encompassing notion of memory discussed so far. The understandings incorporated
in this knowledge are articulated and tacit, factual, emotional and even spiritual.

In this chapter the focus has been on the concept of pubHc memory but it is not the
only approach to the study of mental phenomena at the social level. More complex
concepts and tools such as shared ideology, mentality and world-views have been
developed and used widely in many fields of study, although not greatly in the field
of education, where the principal focus has been on the mental development of the
individual. The importance of shared mental phenomena, however, should not be
understated. Their influence on the organisation and development of societies is just
as great as economic and demographic factors. As Duby, a French social historian of
the Annales school observed:
Men's behaviour is shaped not so much by their real
condition as by their usually untruthfiil image of that
condition, by behavioural models which are cultural
productions bearing only a partial resemblance to material
realities (Duby, 1985, p. 151).

What we fmd at the site of contestation that is ABC television is that non-Aboriginal
people dominate the contested space. There is no surprise in that, as the literature
concerning Aboriginal people and issues is dominated by non-Aboriginal people, it
seems likely that a more expensive medium like television will be even more
extensively dominated by the more powerfiil sections of society. Quantitatively, of
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the sixty-four programs sampled and reported in this chapter, only one was reporting
on an Indigenous issue entirelyfroman Indigenous perspective. Non-Indigenous
people constructed all the other programs, as well as the images, assumptions and
knowledge they contained.
Marcia Langton's essay (1993) Well I heard it on the radio and I saw it on the
television... is actually about the representations of Aborigines and Aboriginal things
in Australian fihn, the title being borrowedfroma popular Yothu Yindi song. In this
essay Langton adopts the theories of Foucault and argues that non-Aboriginal
Australians narrate themselves in relation to the Aboriginal 'other' in terms of a
number of 'available discourses.' Some of these discourses are well worn such as the
romantic, racist and anthropological discourses tied up in representations such as the
'noble savage' and the 'passing people.' Langton identifies some additional
discourse through which Aboriginality is being represented in Australianfihn.These
are Aboriginal people negotiating with each other, knowledgeable white people
mythologising about Aboriginal people and things, and a dialogue with both black
and white people participating in a mutual construction of identities (Muecke, 1994,
p. 249). All of these available discourses, with the exception of the last, are found in
the ABC television programs reported in this chapter.
Cathryn McConaghy (1994) was quick to link Langton's essay on the representation
of Aborigines in the arts to practices within education. She suggested that texts in
Indigenous education had been written essentially within one of three available
discourses: a liberal discourse of survival which rejects assimilation and sees little
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interface between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures; a radical discourse
seeking to invert power relationships and give Indigenous people complete control of
Indigenous education; and a post-structuralist discourse in which cultural difference
is treated as a construct and can, therefore, be reconstructed. Following Langton,
McConaghy identified problems with the assumptions underlying each of these
discourses. The liberal discourse, albeit unwittingly, reinforces colonial power
relations, the radical discourse leaves power relationships racialised, while the poststructuralist discourse creates problems that are essentially unresolvable such as what
are the conditions for constructing 'correct' representations.

A fiirther observation of Langton's that seems entirely appropriate to ABC television
is that:
The most dense relationship is not between actual people, but
between white Australians and the symbols created by their
predecessors. AustraUans do not know how to relate to
Aboriginal people. They relate to stories told by former
colonists (Langton, 1993. p. 33).
Over forty years of television we see white people interviewing each other about
Aborigines, white people (re)telling 'traditional' Aboriginal stories, and white people
reporting on and interpreting radical Aboriginal political actions. Rarely do we see a
real attempt to negotiate an understanding of what is going on.

The answer proposed by Langton is to develop an explicitly anti-colonial discourse
involving the renegotiated participation of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people. This is worth keeping in mind in the next chapter as attention is given to sites
of debate and discussion where Indigenous ideas are heard more clearly.
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CHAPTER 3: SITES OF SPECIFIC DISCUSSION
Compared to the list of goals for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education
published by the National Aboriginal Education Committee in thel980s (1985), the
collection of priorities for Indigenous education produced by the MCEETYA
Taskforce for Education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples (1995)
shows signs of significantly greater influence by non-Indigenous people. By the
1990s, Aboriginal Education Policy was being taken through the government policy
development process to the fullest extent. For this reason, in the previous two
chapters, an attempt has been made to explore some of the underlying thoughts and
assumptions that non-Indigenous Australians held concerning their Aboriginal
contemporaries.

The pohcy process, though, did not exclude Aboriginal people. In fact significant
effort has been made since the 1970s to ensure that Aboriginal people have both a
voice and a role in decision making in the development of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Education policy. The discourse of the Aboriginal community has had
an impact on policy development to some degree. The purpose of the first part of this
chapter, then, is to examine some of that discourse through the pages of the
Aboriginal newspaper The Koori Mail. In the second part of the chapter, the views
and concerns of teachers and researchers directly involved in Aboriginal Education at
the time will be considered through the journal The Aboriginal Child at School.

Each of these publications is a site of specific discussion of issues related to
Aboriginal education generally. However, each approaches the discussion in a very
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broad and non-specialised way. The purpose of studying them here is still to look for
broad underlying ideas and understandings . If the purpose of the previous two
chapters was to explore some of the dominant mentalities of the period, then the
sources being used in this chapter offer a similar opportunity to find something of the
mentalities being formed and offered by specific groups within the wider society.
These mentalities may be contributing to or contesting the mentalities coming from
elsewhere.

The Koori Mail
The source material for this study is the Lismore-based newspaper the Koori Mail
First published in 1991 and, with a new edition every fortnight, the paper quickly
built a broad if not large circulation. Even in its first year of production, the Koori
Mail reported on a broad range of issues and events within and for Indigenous
communitiesrightacross Australia. The coverage of education at all levels has been
extensive throughout the life of the Koori Mail to a point that may surprise readers of
other AustraHan newspapers. To some extent this is due to the style of the paper,
which often bears greater similarity to a local paper than a major daily, yet also takes
a keen interest in national issues, events and debate.
It should not be thought that the coverage of education in the pages of the Koori Mail
represents thefiillestextent of opinion, concern and debate on the areafromwithin
the Aboriginal community. It is one of the few sites, however, that a broad range of
opinionfromand for Aboriginal people can be found together. It also provides a
fascinating counterpoint to the official government inquiries into Aboriginal
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education because the primary editorial guideline for a newspaper is simply to
produce stories that the readership will be interested enough in reading to keep
buying the paper. The interests and opinions found here are not guided by clearly
framed terms of reference or systematic research protocols. They are guided simply
by an editorial estimation of interests of the readership.
The stories and articles considered in this chapter comefromthefirstsix months of
1992, the year the National Aboriginal Education Policy was released. As it still does
today, in this period The Koori Mail took a communications role between
government and the Indigenous community. There are a number of stories and
advertisements that simply explain various government programs and how to access
them. This is an importantftinctionof the paper but tells us little of the concerns and
interests of Aboriginal people, so such stories have been discounted in the following
analysis. Otherwise the following analysis gives afrillaccount of the paper's
coverage of education in thefirsthalf of 1992.

Reading the newspaper
In thefirstedition of the Koori Mail in 1992 Higher Education was front-page
headline news:
FIRST FACULTY OF ABORIGINAL, ISLANDER
STUDIES ANNOUNCED
400 students, 45 academic staff for new faculty, says Rann
Thefirstever faculty of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
studies in an Australian university is to be set up in South
Austraha.
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The SA Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Mr Rann, said last
week that the new faculty would be located at the University
of South Australia in Adelaide...
Mr Rann said the initiatives would show that Australia had
gone beyond talking about Aboriginal advancement and was
now seeing 'energetic action and fruitful progress in a field of
concern to all Australians' (15 January 1992, p. 1).

There is a level of political hyperbole in the suggestion that either the establishment
of a university department or action for the advancement of Aborigines, however,
fruitful, were issues of concern to 'every Australian.' Nevertheless, it is a very
positive sentiment to couple with actual funding. Interestingly, though, the
administrative and academic independence of a faculty was not seen as enough by all
the Aboriginal people involved. In the same edition of the Koori Mail, Colin Burke,
who was later appointed to head this new faculty, wrote an opinion piece arguing that
things be taken one step ftirther and an Aboriginal University be established:
The 1988 Higher Education Policy Statement by John
Dawkins while he was the Federal Minister for Employment,
Education and Training set out the Commonwealth
Government's long term strategy for Australia's higher
education system...
For Aboriginal programs the statement forecast greater funds
to support further increases in Aboriginal participation in
mainstream programs at tertiary institutions.
The curriculum within Austrahan educational institutions is
that of Western European society.
Any participation by Aborigines in the system generally
means receiving a mainstream education. Of course, few
available subjects have an Aboriginal emphasis. The result is
assimilation, misappropriation of Aboriginal identity and
cultural genocide.
This is not to deny Aboriginal students a choice of education
for those who wish to become doctors, lawyers, accountants.
However, to continue to call higher education programs for

Sites of Discussion

Aborigines and Islanders, Aboriginal education, is to
perpetuate a falsehood.
Aboriginal education requires that the curriculum be set in an
Aboriginal intellectual and aesthetic context which takes
cognisance of education and cultural experience, current
government policy and Aboriginal educational needs.
Aboriginal futures comefromour ancient Aboriginal past,
which perhaps, more than our present, is our culture and
heritage...
Aboriginal Australia needs each Aborigine to attain his/her
potential intellectually, as an Aborigine, as well as having the
requisite socio-economic and technological skills in harmony
with Aboriginal cultural values and identity. The challenge is
to pursue excellence and develop a renaissance of Aboriginal
intellectual and cultural heritage (15 January 1992, p. 10)
A faculty within an existing university probably represented safe middle ground for
the South Australian govermnent wishing to take 'energetic action.' While the
establishment of a new university would be a very expensive proposition it seems
likely that there were other reasons contributing to the decision to establish a new
faculty and not go the whole way and create a new university. A separate faculty
would be able to move towards designing curriculum 'set in an Aboriginal
intellectual and aesthetic context,' but the oversight of a 'proper' imiversity would
insure that the courses taught still met 'proper' standards. Mr Rann seems more
concerned with being seen to be taking action in Aboriginal affairs than genuinely
addressing concerns like 'assimilation, misappropriation of Aboriginal identity and
cultural genocide.' The action provides the skeleton of a good outcome, but may lack
thefleshto address the real concerns of Aboriginal educators.
An unrelated education story in this edition of the Koori Mail reported that
responsibility for the community elements of the Training for Aboriginal program
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were being transferred from the Commonwealth's Education Department to the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC). This transfer had
apparently followed a review that found that the changed administrative
arrangements would produce better outcomes for Aboriginal Communities (p. 3).

A central theme of interest that can be found in this first edition of 1992 is that of self
determination. Even putting Burke's eloquent ideological statement aside, the
editorial interest here was in Aboriginal education having a separate identity in
practice and in administration. Later in the year a story that must be described as an
'advertorial' was run highlighting the Worawa Aboriginal College. The decision to
run the story was almost certainly helped by the advertisement placed by the college
but that does not diminish its value. This story demonstrates that there were
Aboriginal people around with enough commitment to exploring alternative
approaches to education to establish their own school:
Aboriginal culture and traditions along with the usual
academic subjects are part of the curriculum at Worawa
Aboriginal College, in Victoria...
The concept is based on elements of traditional Aboriginal
and mainstream education. It aims to provide young
Aboriginal people with an understanding and appreciation of
their cultural heritage and to encourage them to achieve high
levels of academic and cultural knowledge...
While the Worawa committee is accountable to various
funding and academic bodies, it is independent of nonAboriginal direction on how it educates Aboriginal children...
In accordance with traditional Aboriginal practice.
Aboriginal culture instructors take girls and boys separately
for tuition. In four lessons each week, they cover all aspects
of Aboriginal culture, from Aboriginal traditions, art, music,
dance, history and language...
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The culture program is taught by elders and community
teachers (June 3, p. 17).

The call for self-management in Aboriginal education was not universal. On January
29 a story reported that the Department of Employment, Education and Training
(DEET) was providing an arithmetic testing and support program at the request of
'many people from the Alice Springs town camps' (p. 8). This program was to focus
on the day to day needs of Aboriginal job seekers to improve the opportunities of
Aboriginal people in the local labour market. There were also very proud reports of
success with government organised programs. On April 8, for example, there is a
report of four young Aboriginal trainees begiiming work at Kmart in Ballina, New
South Wales (p. 10). This group were the first to move into employment from the
Aboriginal Training Program (ATP) outside the public service.

There are other stories that also indicate a sense of pride in mainstream educational
success. Jean Begg's graduation from Macquarie University is one example:
HUNGER FOR LEARNING OVERCOMES SETBACKS
Australia's first Aboriginal woman science teacher has
graduated from Macquarie University.
Thirty years ago, Jean Begg, now the mother of four adult
children, could neither read nor write. One of the 'stolen
generation' of Aboriginal children who were removed from
their parents at birth and placed in foster homes and
orphanages, her education was one of the casualties of the
disruptions to her early life. Her graduation is testimony to
her philosophy that life will change if you make it change...
She says there are many Aboriginal people who don't know
their own potential because they have experienced failure
through the school system...
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Jean's own children have certainly followed her example.
One daughter graduated as a medical practitioner, a son and
another daughter have graduated in science and are now
studying law, and a third daughter is married with a young
family (May 6, p. 5).
Stories like this show that calls for greater levels of self-management in Aboriginal
Education should not be read as a rejection of the opportunities provided by
mainstream education. Concerns over the appropriateness of school education,
though are shared by others experiencing success in mainstream programs adapted to
meet the particular needs of Indigenous people. The following story was based
around a participant in a teacher education degree course that had been developed
specifically for Aboriginal people and particularly those who had worked as
Aboriginal Education Officers in schools:
One of the reasons why young Aboriginal people tend to drop
out of school is because higher education has never been
encouraged among Aboriginals and many Aboriginal
children cannot cope with the present education system...
'It has a lot to do with the inappropriateness of the education
programs they participate in, the course content, the
curriculum, the socio-economic conditions of the people, the
lack of parent involvement and the inexperience of the
teachers...'
Many non-Aboriginal teachers in their first year are sent to
rural areas with a high population of Aboriginals to teach in
communities of a completely different culture and lifestyle.
This practice has continued for many years.
Due to problems of cultural barriers, communication
breakdown and inexperience, teachers have found it difficult
to meet the needs of Aboriginal children. This way.
Aboriginal children's value system and cultural traits are
often overlooked or unintentionally discouraged...
Poor race relations is a problem faced in many rural schools
and consequently contributes to low Aboriginal retention
rates.... an Aboriginal teacher in a school can erase
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stereotypes that people consciously or unconsciously have
about Aboriginal people (January 29,pp.l4-15).
The pages of the Koori Mail do acknowledge efforts being made by school systems
to improve the education of Aboriginal students, including the development of antiracist programs in New South Wales (May 20, p. 15) and the organization of
conferences in Queensland:
PREPARING TEACHERS FOR REMOTE POSTINGS
A three day workshop aimed at enhancing the ability of
teachersfromremote Queensland schools to operate
effectively in their role of teaching and living in a cross
cultural setting was held in Cairns recently.
About 25 teachersfromconmiunities.... attended the exercise
which was also designed to encourage teachers to stay longer
in remote locations and to help teachers tofindtheir work
personally and professionally rewarding (May 6, p. 14).
Government policy initiatives are also covered in a positive light:
PARENTS ENCOURAGED TO SEND KIDS TO PRESCHOOL
Brighter prospects for a better schooling are expected to flow
from the recent launch of Queensland'sfirstcomprehensive
Early Childhood Education Policy for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children...
The policy encourages Aboriginal and Islander parents to
have their children complete one year of pre-school before
they start primary school.
The Queensland Minister for Education, Mr Paul Braddy,
said the Goss Government recognised that such early
education was critical.
It's likely to be theirfirstreal encoimter with a more formal
learning environment and we simply cannot deny them of
that opportunity... After years of neglect under previous
Governments, these children at least have a chance of a fair
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go... They have a shot at what most of us take for granted - a
comprehensive education.'
Aboriginal and Islander teachers will be employed to ensure
the success of the programs developedfromthe policy and a
related video... has been produced.
The new policy is supported at a Federal level by the
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education
Policy (March 11, p. 19).
The apparent perception of a lack of appropriate curriculum and pedagogy is never
far away though. This story looks specifically at the educational opportunities made
available to Kooris in prison:
ABORIGINAL PRISONERS NEED CULTURAL,
GENERAL EDUCATION
Admittedly, non-Aboriginals have little offered to them, so
given that standard and the status of Aboriginal people in
white society, one can grasp slightly what it would be like for
an Aborigine trying to make the best out of a sad predicament
and endeavouring to seize the opportunity of gaining an
education or helpful skill while in prison.
This is very disturbing because in talks with various
Aboriginal inmates most had believed that prison was one
place where they could, due to the lifestyle forced upon them,
gain an education.
This notion came aboutfromthe realisation that although
they were awayfromtheir communities, they were chiefly
awayfromthe influences that were devastating their
communities and preventing themfromattaining their
rightful position in mainstream society...
The Koori inmates have tried in vain to explain to the senior
education officer that the need for their own classes, taught
by Aboriginal tutors, is not racist or separatist, but a vital
cultural inclination.
The Koori inmates felt that the need to be taught by their own
people the things that they wanted to learn would not only
assist in their self-rehabilitation, but most importantly might
help them to understand why and how they went wrong,
therefore helping them to make any necessary adjustments to
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their lifestyle so they could contribute their talents in a
positive manner towards Aboriginal society (April 8, p. 11).
Two very clear ideas can be found in the pages of the Koori Mail in 1992. First,
Aboriginal people can be very proud of their people who have success in mainstream
education and training. This is actually an importantfindingfor many nonIndigenous teachers as it is very easy to interpret the behaviour of many Aboriginal
students and their parents as a rejection of everything about schools. Second, there
was widespread support for significantly greater levels of self-management and selfdetermination in Indigenous education.

The Aboriginal Child At School
The journal The Aboriginal Child at School was launched in 1973 in the hope that it
'would provide a medium for the exchange of ideas and developments in the
teaching of Aborigmes, for the examination of the practical implications of research
findings and for the recording of Aboriginal achievements.' It was essentially a
teacher's journal with most of the contributors being either teachers or in some other
way involved in Aboriginal education in a practical or direct way. It is as a site of
discussion that it is considered now. Just as the Koori Mail provided a rare
opportunity to see some of the concerns and issues around education within the
wider Aboriginal community at the time of development of the National Aboriginal
Education Policy, The Aboriginal Child at School provides access to some of the
concerns and issues being raised by teachers and other participants in Aboriginal
education at the time. Unlike the Koori Mail, this journal was also being published at
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the time throughout the existence of the National Aboriginal Education Committee
and so we are able to consider what was being said or written at that earlier time.
In using this journal in this way, it must be recognised that the journal provides a site
of discussion only for those with a great enough interest to contribute to, or even just
read, the publication. It may be farfroman accurate account of what the average
teacher thought about her or his role in the education of Aborigines. This is a
common problem with historical sources, the ideas we encounter belong to those
who felt strongly enough to write them down. We do not get to access the oral world
such as what was being said in staff rooms or between teachers and their students.
The present interest, however, is limited to what ideas and issues were being raised
and does not need to extend to questions of how widespread the discussion of these
issues were, or even to which points of view were dominant. This source does allow
us to explore the possibilities of the time.
What follows is a description of the articles published in the journal in 1984, the year
preceding the publication of the seven goals for Aboriginal Education by the
National Aboriginal Education Committee, and them some notes on the journal in
1994.

1984

Thefirstarticle for 1984 was about a white teacher's perceptions of the world-view
of Aborigines 'least affected by the Western world' (Christie, 1984, p 3). In trying to
describe the differences in the way westerners and Aborigines see the world, Christie
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notes the challenges of the task created by the different language forms. He does
manage to describe some notable differences, though, including that for Aborigines
'value lies in quality and relatedness rather than in quantities' (p. 4). He also notes
the greater religious or spiritual activity of Aborigines and the far more cooperative
and less individualistic nature of their society. Christie offers some explanations for
some of these differences. For example, it is suggested that the warmer climate in
which Aboriginal society evolved did not create a need to develop agriculture or
technology.
Turning his thoughts to urban Aborigines, Christie admits an ignorance of the level
to which they might retain their traditional world-views but he does observe a very
definite 'Aboriginal consciousness' or awareness. He sums up by considering if the
white person's formal education is helping or hindering 'the Aborigines' efforts to
maintain their freedom and integrity in areas where they are opposed by social and
economic exclusion' (p. 6). He feels that 'teachers must remember that, because of
their different world-views. Aboriginal children are fundamentally different from
white children. They are not just poor reflections of the white Australian
counterparts. Teachers who expect Aboriginal children to see the world as whites do
will inevitably label them as lazy, slow learners, and unmotivated' (p. 7).
It is in these arguments against a way of thinking that we find a dominant mentality
of the time. The need for Christie to argue that teachers should understand that
Aboriginal children may be working towards their own goals and within their own
learning systems suggests that teachers do not have such understandings and that
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they are interpreting Aboriginal children as 'poor reflections' of their non-Aboriginal
counterparts. It is this mentality that lead to the situation described at the start of this
thesis where an Aboriginal girl was being identified as 'gifted' because she was an
adequate reflection of her white peers.
The next article in the journal concerned an ongoing issue of language in education.
In this case the issue was the appropriateness of using English-based Creole
languages within formal education (Harris & Sandefur, 1984). This article, like many
in the journal concerned with the use of Indigenous languages and dialects, was
written by an academic and not a teacher. Language is clearly an important issue at
the time but the journal does not allow a means of accessing the ideas on the issue
that were being expressed in schools at the time. The same can be said for Ozolins'
article on a national language policy (1984), on Shnukal's piece on the language
background of Torres Strait Islander students (1984) and for Lane's history of
Aboriginal Adult Education (1984).
The editor of the journal was also an academic but her article showed a far greater
connectedness with life in schools (Muir, 1984). Muir's concern was the practical
implementation of research. She starts the article by restating a previously developed
philosophical position on what constituted success at school. In this list wefindwhat
many of the people involved in discussion with Muir, as the editor of this journal and
more generally, felt schooling was about:
• The achievement of basic intellectual and academic
skills and the development of advanced cognitive
abilities such as problem-solving through appUcation
of both convergent and divergent thinking skills;
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•

The acquisition of the ability to guide and the
willingness to undertake responsibility for one's own
learning;

•

The extension of knowledge, imderstanding and
appreciation of one's world in all its aspects;

•

The growth of a secure understanding, acceptance and
valuing of oneself and the achievement of a wellbased sense of confidence and competence, and of
pride in one's cultural group;

•

The discovery and development of talents and of
creativity;

•

The achievement of the ability to communicate
effectively with the diversity of people with whom
there is interaction;

•

The development of the ability to interact sensitively,
harmoniously and productively with others and to
value others, both those who resemble and those who
are differentfiromoneself (Muir, 1984, pp. 30-31)

The factors seen as impacting on an Aboriginal child's ability to learn at school were
well articulated as a function of the interaction between the child and the school, the
teacher and other children. A further factor that was identified was the wider
environment of the school as part of a system. It was noted that the effects of a
system's policies on Aboriginal education can be influenced by its poHcies and
practices in other areas including staff recruitment and placement, the promotion of
policies affecting the quality and stability of staffing in some schools, responsibility
for curriculum development which may mean that resources are not being developed
to meet the specific needs of Aboriginal children, poUcies on in-service education
that may affect the likelihood of developing a corps of teachers highly skilled in
teaching Aboriginal children, and policies on school-community relationships that
influenced how local staff view their own roles (p. 49). It is interesting to consider
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that this detailed assessment of the potential impact of systemic policies on
Aboriginal children was available at a time when most systems had only a
rudimentary policy statement on Aboriginal education.
A short article reproducedfromthe Journal of the Commonwealth Department of
Education and Youth Affairs stated that moves by Aborigines to control their own
education were receiving supportfromgovernments. The story features a brief
biography of Paul Hughes, Pat O'Shane and Mark Ella, the point being to show that
Aboriginal people could be proud of being Aboriginal and also be successful in their
chosen field. To support this the Commonwealth was funding programs to recruit
1000 Aboriginal teachers by 1990 and expanding the role of the National Aboriginal
Education Committee.
The impact of showing western films in an isolated Aboriginal Community was
considered by one Northern Territory teacher (Thompson, 1984). Thompson
concluded that the group in her study were unable to successfully relate the images
they encountered onfilmto the world they knew. Her solution was to call for greater
exposure to language and experience to enable the children to develop a more
sophisticated appreciation of the images they were seeing. Putting aside the valueladen suggestion that the children's interpretations lacked 'sophistication,' some
would argue that the outcome of this strategy would be cultural assimilation. On the
other hand, exposure to western media is a fact of Hfe and has become far more
significant with the introduction of television in the 1990s. In the early 1980s,
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though,fihnwas thefrontierof western media in inland Australia and Thompson
was seeingfirstcontact at that frontier.
The journal was a forum for very practical concerns and the consumption of
methanol is about as hands-on as it gets. One contribution seriously asked about the
appropriateness of using spirit duplicators in conmiunities where the methanol is
stolen and consumed (Mitchell, 1984). With its instructions on the best treatment for
methanol poisoning, this article serves as a reminder of the nature of some of the
very real concerns for teachers working in Aboriginal communities where spirit
duplicators have been forgotten but, in many places, substance abuse is still very
present.
John Budby's speech to the World Education Fellowship led the third issue in 1984.
Budby was coordinator of the Aboriginal and Islander section of the Queensland
Department of Education at the time. The topic for the conference was 'Towards a
multilingual AustraUa' and Budby focussed on the place of Aborigines within such a
society (Budby, 1984). Budby startedfromthe position that different languages
deserve equal recognition and talks to the contribution Aboriginal peoples can make
to a multilingual Australia. He builds his position based on the understanding that
'current attitudes can be attributed largely to what has occurred in the past' and
begins his analysis with a recount of how the structure of the AustraHan population
came to be and then moves on to present an Aboriginal attitude to 'the suggested new
Australia' (p. 3).
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The attitude Budby expressed rejected government statements on multiculturalism as
'too idealistic to be achieved' (p. 5):
The ability to co-exist harmoniously depends to a large extent
upon a mutual understanding and appreciation of each other.
Aborigines who have high unemployment rates, poor health
and high infant mortality, inadequate housing, and are in
conflict with the mainstream society's law and customs, are
unable to live harmoniously in a society that oppresses.
Furthermore, many non-Aboriginal Australians have
developed negative stereotypes of Aborigines and refuse to
accept their worth as fellow Australians...
Christianity has destroyed Aboriginal religious beliefs. Little
attempt is being made to record Aboriginal languages - many
are being lost forever (p. 6).
He then went on to criticise Commonwealth programs where he felt a 'tremendous
amount of funds' were being ill-directed to employing non-Aboriginal
administrators. Advisory groups such as the National Aboriginal Education
Committee, or state equivalents, Budby felt, were powerless and even used as
'scapegoats.'
In assessing the strategies required to move towards a multilingual society, Budby
suggested that efforts should be 'directed at convincing the wider Australian society
of the existence of live and working Aboriginal culture, and of the existence of
Aboriginal languages' (p. 10). A part of this process would be to assist Aborigines to
have their cultural heritage reinstated. Strategies would include the broadening of
Aboriginal Studies in schools, the inclusion of language studies as part of Aboriginal
studies, a rewriting of Australian history so that colonisation was seen as but a part of
the history of Aboriginal peoples in AustraUa, and the adoption of a National
Language Policy.
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Joaim Schmider, an Aboriginal Education Officer, looked at moves towards the
inclusion of Aboriginal and Islander studies in the Queensland curriculum
(Schmider, 1984). In describing the curriculum being developed, Schmider stressed
that Aboriginal Studies is WOrthe development of a non-mainstream subject' with
'less vigour' than other disciplines (p. 15). The dual role of the subject, in her view,
was to allow all Australians to develop an accurate awareness of their society and
heritage which 'began with the Aborigines,' and to ensure that Aboriginal people
themselves came to be seen as important and not labelled as 'problems:'
Through an Aboriginal Studies course students (both black
and white) should gain an insight into the complex, varied
range of life-styles and value systems which are totally
differentfromthat generally held by white Australians. In
this way they should be able to better understand themselves,
their society and culture and thereby develop a great social
consciousness (p. 15).
Again the call for change highlights a dominant ideology. A role of an Aboriginal
Studies course, for example, was to change the perception of Aboriginal people as
'problems.' Here we actually see curriculum being recruited in the battle of
mentalities able to dominate the perception of Aborigiaal people in Austraha. One
wonders how effective curriculum can be in changing deeply held ways of thinking
and acting.
While still strongly advocating the development of Aboriginal Studies, Schmider did
recognise a few potential problems includingfindingsuitable and accurate resource
material and the possibility of actually reinforcing prejudices by isolating a racial
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group (p. 19). In the end though, she felt similar issues were faced in any curriculum
area so developing an Aboriginal studies curriculum should not pose any unique
problems in these regards.
An articlefromRalph Folds (1984) discussed differing interpretations of the
perceived passive and non-participatory behaviour of Aboriginal students. The three
interpretations raised were the deficit explanation in which Aboriginal children were
simply inadequate in the classroom, the difference explanation in which teachers saw
the lack of verbal communication as a culturally specific learning style, and a
resistance interpretation in which Aboriginal children are thought to be passively
resisting schooling. Each interpretation leads to different pedagogical consequences
and each is problematic. Deficit theory suggests intensive remediation which can be
'highly discontinuous with Aboriginal socialisation and racist.' Difference theory can
see the total subversion of the curriculum, particularly through ad hoc development
and the introduction of 'busy work' such as colouring, drawing and copying.
Folds argues that the resistance interpretation, while not supported by evidence any
more than either of the other interpretations, did offer better consequences for action
at the classroom level. Instead of interpreting behaviour as a cultural given and
Aboriginal socialisation as an impediment to school learning, 'behaviour is
realistically seen as embodying active and passive forms of resistance to what are
alien knowledge systems and instructional processes. What is foreshadowed here is
an open-ended approach directed at ameliorating resistance' (p. 25).
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The two articles in the fourth edition of the journal for 1984 were concerned with
learning styles and curriculum design. In thefirstof these, Stephen Harris set out to
help teachers clarify some of the values and some of the limitations of using
traditional Aboriginal learning styles in the classroom (Harris, 1984). In the second
Beth Graham looked at a maths program that was not simply a minimal adaptation of
a mainstream western program but sought to 'begin with things children know and
move to those things that children have to learn' (Graham, 1984 p. 25). Important
ideasfiromboth articles can be found in Graham's conclusion that:
Curriculum writers and teachers need to understand how
Aboriginal children perceive and talk about their world. Not
only must teachers be aware of what Aboriginal children
know but also how it was learned, for it is on this foundation
that meaningful programs must be developed (p. 36).
Throughout the 1984 volume of the journal there was a general recognition that
formal school-type learning must be a part of any functional learning system in
modem Australia. At the same time there was a fairly consistent message that the
Aboriginal world-view was not being fully taken into account in curriculum and
instructional design.

1994

In 1994 The Aboriginal Child at School was in its twenty-first and penultimate year
before it became The Australian Journal ofIndigenous Education. To celebrate
twenty-one years, a special issue featuring reproductions of a number of articles
drawnfi-omover a hundred previous issues of the journal was produced to trace the
major themes that had appeared in the life of the journal. The themes chosen by the

Sites ofDiscussion

editors were the use of language in schools; literacy; Aboriginal conununity and
parental involvement in education; teacher attitudes; Aboriginal perspectives on
schooling and teaching; cultural maintenance; Aboriginal studies; mathematics; and
Aboriginal student perspectives. These headings provide an accurate summary of the
themes and concerns that had been raised by contributors to the journal over the
years.
New material for 1994 included a piece advocating a return to the teaching of
Western maths and science to Aboriginal children in the Northern Territory (Potter,
1994). In this article Potter argued that classical mathematics does not adversely
affect the Aboriginal identity of Aboriginal students and that the 'best tuition
possible' would allow 'the assumptions of the dominant culture' to be seen more
clearly. This is not dissimilar to the case being made to increase the teaching on
mainstream English to help Aboriginal children interpret westernfihns.Potter felt
that the emphasis in Aboriginal education on politics and history was actually a ploy
by colonial educators to learn more about Indigenous cultures, and that educators
were taking and not giving anything back in the cultural exchange (p. 4). The power
of the modes of thinking in western science and maths must be recognised in any
debate about appropriate curriculum for minority groups.
Anne Glover reported on a study of the early childhood service needs of six South
Australian Aboriginal communities (Glover, 1984). The study found a generally
positive attitude towards early childhood services in the communities but found that
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the lack of information on different models of early childhood services made it
difficult for the commimities to suggest appropriate models for these services.
Mary-Anne Gale contributed an article on the history of writing in Aboriginal
language (Gale, 1994). She found that the original Christian missionary base to the
writing of Aboriginal language was slowly being replaced by politically motivated
writing where the choice of language was a significant part of the message. Gale
concluded with a warning against allowing genres of English or mainstream
pedagogical practices to unnecessarily influence Aboriginal language writing which
was developing a range of forms and functions worthy of 'serious academic
consideration and celebration' (p. 30).
The language theme is again prominent in 1994. Christine Nicholls contributed an
article outlining some specifics of the 'language ecology' of the Aboriginal
classroom (Nicholls, 1994). This paper was based on a premise that all teachers are
language teachers and encouraged acceptance of Aboriginal English dialects as
something other than 'poor English,' a notion that echoes the call not to see
Aboriginal students as a 'poor reflection' of their non-Indigenous peers very
strongly. Stephen Harris provided information on bilingual schooling overseas as the
basis to discussion for schools opting to switchfrombilingual to some form of twoway or English only schooling (Harris, 1994). Jill McDougall reported on the
difficulties of using whole language thematic approaches with a highly mobile
population who do not stay at one school long enough for the repetitive nature of
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theme work to have a significant impact on their language skills (MacDougall,
1994).

A significant new feature in 1994 are pieces describing actual Aboriginal Studies
courses (Familari, 1994) and the use of appropriate learning styles is still being
written about (Eibeck, 1994). These replaced the theoretical and conjectural pieces of
a decade earlier.

The final article in the 1994 volume is a very detailed call from Penny Tripcony of
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit at the University of
Queensland to use the move to school based management as an opportunity for
greater inclusion of Aboriginal histories in the curriculum (Tripcony, 1994). Despite
the range of poHcy directives she cites that support this inclusion, including the
National Aboriginal Education Policy, the recommendations from the Royal
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody and the Common and Agreed Goals
of Schooling of the Education Ministers from the Commonwealth and all the states,
Tricony believes that real change mayfinallyonly be realised at a local level.

The overall concerns of teachers of Aboriginal students did not change greatly
between 1984 and 1994. There is possibly a greater emphasis on the practical
implications and implementations of research reflecting increased activity in schools
but this is only marginal if it is there at all. What is definitely there is a continuing
need to debate a dominant ideology that narrates Aboriginal students as poor
versions of non-Aboriginal students. The counter-mentality proposed continues to
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call for greater value to be given to Aboriginal ways of knowing while not neglecting
the need for all people to access the powerful and dominant ways of knowing.

INDIVIDUAL STUDIES
Within the milieu of education in Australia, there are the actual people that are the
concern of this work: gifted Aborigmal and Torres Strait Islander students. In the
following set of chapters, attention moves from the broad themes discussed so far, to
the life story of three individuals. Through these stories the question of the impact of
the change to the overall direction of Aboriginal Education policy between 1985 and
1995 on gifted Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students will be addressed.

Source material
The studies in this section are based on interviews conducted and collected by Peter
Read and Jackie Huggins for the National Library of Australia. The purpose of the
interview series is set out at the opening of each interview. The statement used here
is Jackie Huggins to Aden Ridgeway:
We're doing this project for the National Library of Australia
and looking to interview, say, maybe ten each year. Ten
Indigenous people within our community and coming back
and interviewing them in seven years' time and seeing, you
know, what we're all doing again in terms of, you know.
Aboriginal Affairs, you know, personal, I guess, goals and
career aspirations and so forth. And just, I guess, to actually
get a repository going of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander oral histories in the National Library' (Ridgeway,
1997).

The people selected to be part of the interview series were each considered
'successful,' although Read and Huggins have avoided defining 'success.' Similarly
no effort will be made here to show that the three interview subjects chosen for the
present work are 'gifted' according to any specific criteria. There are a number of
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definitions of giftedness and one could probably be fo\md that would include the
three individuals we meet here, but that is really not the issue. The three stories here
have been chosen because they each belong to Aboriginal adults who have
successfully negotiated the educational system. They are stories that are informative
when considering how schools can best cater for gifted Indigenous students.

The use of these interviews has allowed a level of intimate access to these people that
it seems unlikely the author, a white teacher and research student, could have
achieved. There is an air of casual acquaintance in most of the interviews in the
Seven Years On series that seems very genuine. There is no specific research agenda
being pushed, it is simply a collection of life stories for their own sake. The
interviews are oral histories and can be treated essentially as primary historical
sources rather than as qualitative research data.

Methodological influences
While analysing the three interviews as historical text, Howard Gruber's 'Evolving
Systems' approach to investigating the creative process (see Gruber, 1980,1989) has
been influential in providing aframeworkfor analysis. Gruber's approach proposes
that creative individuals be studied as an evolving system within an evolving miUeu.
In terms of their creative endeavour, each individual, or system, is comprised of three
loosely coupled sub-systems: purpose, knowledge and affect. It is not a big step to
apply this approach to 'gifted' in place of 'creative' enterprise and the idea of an
evolving system within an evolving milieu provides a strong methodological and
stylistic link between the following chapters and those of the previous section.
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In Gruber's model, each sub-system is seen as having a life of its own but also as
contributing to each of the other sub-systems. Gruber (1989) gives the example of
the joy (affect) attendant on achieving a long-sought goal which will probably have
little direct effect on the person's total state of knowledge and no readily predictable
effect on his or her set of purposes. Joy can even coexist with a sense of finstration
about other projects not doing so well. Even though joy may not have contributed
much to the other sub-systems, the completion of a project mayfreeup an
individual's emotional resources, and that may lead to a development in knowledge.
The contribution of the affective sub-system to the knowledge sub-system in this
example is less obvious than might be expected, but it can be found.
Gardner (1993) and Csikszentmihalyi (1996) have used Gruber's approach in their
respective books on creativity and there have been a number of shorter case studies
completed (see, for example, John-Steiner, 1989; Tweney, 1989; Vidal, 1989). The
approach offers a convenient tool in studying the achievements of an individual
within the context of his or her environment and while developing their life stories as
historical narrative. The sub-systems of affect, knowledge and purpose also offer a
way to access and explain the underlying understandings or mentalities present in the
life stories that are being told.

CHAPTER FOUR: ADENRIDGEWAY
Aden Ridgeway is one of the best known Aboriginal men in Australia. He was head
of the New South Wales Land Council and played a prominent role in the
negotiations around the Native Title Act in the early to mid 1990s and, since then, he
has been elected to the Australian Senate and become Deputy Leader of the
Australian Democrats. By any account Ridgeway has been highly successful in the
field of politics. It is not difficult to suppose that both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people alike would consider him gifted, even if they did not agree with his political
views.

Ridgeway's story, though, has a usefulness in aiding our thinking on approaches to
the education of gifted Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students that goes
beyond this ease of finding gifted behaviour within it. Ridgeway's story could be
used to simplify this thinking as he has had very public success in the 'mainstream'
domain and it would be very easy to explain his success within a non-Indigenous
framework. His story creates no apparent need to attempt 'to start out with the idea
of capturing otherness' (Damton, 1985, p. 4) and it can be readily argued that the
actual nature and substance of Ridgeway's success and his talent has been his
integration into the white system. It could be argued that he is gifted enough to
'overcome' his Aboriginal background and succeed in the mainstream world. His
story, though, should not be used this way. It does not simplify the thinking process
but actually poses many questions. The easy interpretations above are not adequate.
Ridgeway need not be considered gifted simply because he is able to succeed in the
white world even though he is black. It is possible to interpret his mainstream
success simply as a product of how he has chosen to apply his talents.
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The purpose of this chapter is to find this more adequate interpretation of
Ridgeway's story. The intention here is to start out to capture a sense of otherness in
the narrative. To do this we need to avoid an endless reductionism that can easily
sidetrack into arguments over who is able to know things that are 'other' and who is
allowed to know 'other.' In the present rendering, Ridgeway is 'other' because he is
Aboriginal. In alternative rendering, an Aboriginal women might see him as 'other'
because he is male, many might see him as 'other' because he is a Democrat. These
definitions can reduce people to the point where everybody is other and, therefore,
we cannot know anything about anybody. This is hardly useful. To find something
useful here we do need to accept that we cannot know other. Through this story,
though, something of that which is other might be found. The usefulness of this is
that it might allow a greater sensitivity to how we approach teaching those who are
other. We should not expect to find answers here, though. Through this story we are
still seeking the questions.

Well, it feels like a long time ago since I was bom in 1962 in
a place called Macksville on the north coast of New South
Wales. I grew up on Bellwood Aboriginal Reserve and as a
member of the Gumbaynggir people, northern New South
Wales, having spent a fair bit of my young life there before
coming to Sydney. Mum came down for work. Obviously
there wasn't too much available in the bush at the time so
there was three of us, that's my brother, myself and my mum,
moved to Sydney.... And afterfinishingoff the last bit of
primary school ended up at a Catholic boarding school under
one of these Aboriginal study grants and - mum took
advantage of that so my brother and I both went there. He
lasted, I think, all of about two years before he got sick of
Catholicism and so on and I think I ended up staying for
about five years. I didn't actually matriculate though. After
that I came to Sydney and spent a little bit of time at another
Catholic high school and decided that I wanted to get into the
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workforce. So I think it was at the age of -1 must have just
turned seventeen and I went to the Aboriginal employment
training branch at the time, through the old Department of
Employment. They asked me about all of my interests and I
told them about, you know, how I wanted to work outdoors
and, you know, with plants, animals, those sorts of things.
They rang me back about two weeks later and said that we've
got a job for you and I started working in a sheet metal
factory doing spot welding which was quite the opposite to
all these questions that I'd answered. And I think I lasted all
of about two weeks and decided, well, that wasn't the place
for me and didn't go back to the employment and training
branch and went to the National Parks and Wildlife Service
head office - that was in Kent Street at the time - and spoke to
their personnel people and asked them about any jobs they
had coming up. They didn't at the time but said keep in touch
so I think I rang at least once a week to find out what was
happening (Ridgeway, 1997, pp. 1-2).

This story of finding a job may be disturbingly representative of the Aboriginal
experience of involvement with the educational and vocational systems. While not
every school leaver can expect to find the perfect job straight away, one wonders
what were the objectives of the employment and training branch? Was there a
concern for personal development? Was there thought for advancing the position of
young Aborigines? Or was a job simply a job? As we have seen, the Aboriginal
community has been constructed as a problem population, but what was the problem
this employment service was trying to address when all it could offer was a position
so dramatically differentfiromthe desires and talents of the client?

A very common part of the lives of many Aboriginal people is growing up out of
town. Ridgeway spent his childhood on the Bellwood Aboriginal Reserve:
Well, I guess the mission being out of town, a fair way firom
the, you know, shops and that so - there weren't too many
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people with vehicles around in those days and the road was
unsealed -1 remember getting lots of stone bruises. We had
the Nambucca River just down the bottom of the road as well
and spending a lot of timefishingand I suppose just a form
of -1 don't know whether you'd call it employment or
something that kids did as they were growing up - but the
golf course was there - all of us yoimg boys used to get
together and go looking for golf balls and diving for them
and so on and polish them up and sell them back to all the
white golfers and so on and throw the money in together and
go down and buy a loaf of bread, some devon and tomato and
a bottle of lemonade and go swimming all afternoon. It was
good memories (p. 3).
Good memories. Ridgeway does not interpret his childhood on the mission in a
negative fashion, as an outsider might easily do. Despite the distancefromthe shops
and the stone bruises, the tone of this description is happy. Aboriginal fringe
settlements have many problems with lack of town services often leading to poor
hygiene and limited access to services including education. An obvious policy
solution to the problems offringesettlements is to develop housing in the towns and
move people in. But what does such movement do to people's sense of place and
community? A politics of place every bit as significant as the politics of language
referred to so often in journals like The Aboriginal Child at School is evident here.
The deficiencies of a place cannot be extended to the people who live there and it
cannot be assumed that the people who live in community in a place do not feel
attached to it, regardless of the physical conditions.
Having grown up on a mission, Ridgeway's lifestyle changed dramatically when he
went to a Catholic boarding school for high school. Adapting to this was not easy for
him:
Well, I suppose it was a personal thing but when I came back
to my own community after having spent, you know, so
many years at a Catholic boarding school that there was a
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cx)nstant indoctrination of what Catholicism was all about and
that seemed to clash with a lot of the things that, you know,
the real life of Aboriginal people, or the general community
really. And so I guess the first part of the holiday periods
when I came back home were spent adjusting to trying to fit
back into the community and so on and there is a noticeable
difference. You sort of feel not so much removed but, you
know, a little more distant than you werefiromthe start fi-om
your own people (pp. 3-4).
Ridgeway identifies a perceived clash between CathoUcism and his real life. This
clash is felt deeply and caused him to feel a sense of distancefiromhis people when
he came home. It seems unlikely that the formalities andritualsof Catholic religious
observances alone would have had such a deep influence after spending a childhood
on the mission. Many children go through theseritualswithout them having any real
meaning to their lives. The clash Ridgeway felt seems to be at a deeper level. He
does not identify the details clearly here but the clash he is talking about is one of
world-view, not of individual customs andrituals.Without the details it is impossible
to tell the extent to which the clash was with Catholicism and to what extent it was
with the boarding school environment. Would his experience have been different at a
Protestant school or an independent school? His memories offirstarriving at the
school indicate that the problem may have had more of a social than religious basis:
I remember thefirsttime that I arrived at boarding school and
most of the other kids were sons of graziersfiromaround
Moree, Wee Waa, Narrabri and so on and they'd been taught
to view and deal with Aboriginal people in a certain way
which was all unbeknown to me. So I got to boarding school
and the first six months I remember trying to join in the
games, handball and so on, and only to find that kids would
pack up and walk away. It never really occurred to me at the
time that - you know, that it was these people feeling racist
towards Aboriginal people because of what they'd been
taught (p. 7).
Ridgeway's response to this racism sets him apart a little:
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So I just sort of continued and kept trying and after six
months they accepted me. Now, even though we still have
sort of old boys' reunions and meet up with them again, they
still say 'But you're not like the rest' and I have to say 'Well I
am, you just haven't taken the time to learn about the rest.'
Here Ridgeway's schoolmates have accepted him, but have not accepted him as an
Aborigine. When Ridgeway did not fit into the view of Aborigines they had been
taught, their way of dealing with him was to make him an exception, to categorise
him as 'not like the rest.' In their minds, although clearly not in his own, he becomes
an honorary white.
In other memories of high school, Ridgeway outlined something of the subtle nature
of racism that of which most white students would have little understanding:
I guess the other side of it was - is that one of those teachers,
I remember him fairly clearly, in science, used to pick on me
quite a bit. And I thought it was unusual the way he treated
me differently to the others. The little things like when it
came to, you know, leaving or going to science class and
forgetting your text book. And there'd probably be six others
that had forgotten it as well.
All the other six would be allowed to go back and get their
text booksfromtheir desks and I'd be sent around to the
rector's office or the principal's office to get my punishment
for whatever it was I supposedly did. (pp. 7-8)
His classmates confirmed his memories of this type of treatment years later. At the
less direct level too, Ridgeway's experience of racism was subtle:
I don't think there was a general perception that Aboriginal
people were going to be dumb. I think there was a general
acceptance that you were there but I sort of got the
impression that people thought you were being given special
treatment compared to anyone else because you were
Aborigmal and you could get access to these study grants and
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everybody else had to, you know, pay for it through their
parents and so on. (p. 8)

Resentment is an unfortunate response to many policy solutions aimed at improving
the lot of Aboriginal people. Aborigines have been constructed as a problem to such
an extent that it is even possible to blame them for receiving welfare or social equity
payments. This is particularly possible when the pubhc history of Aboriginal contact
does not support any claims for justice. In our public constructions, after all, the
civilising influence of the Europeans was the best thing that ever happened to these
poor people - if only they'd be grateful.

Ridgeway's search for justice started early:
I think right from the day of being bom. My grandmother had
a very big influence on my life and she spent most of her hfe,
you know, fighting land rights issues and putting in land
claims over the golf course that I mentioned. She and her
sisters and one brother were bom on the island. There's a
burial ground there, the sacred objects are buried there and
the ceremonial grounds and anyway, up until about the late
seventies white Australians were playing golf on top of the
graves and so on and although it's been fenced off now, it's
still, you know, sort of the fact if you have a golf course
surrounding a burial ground and so on. And every morning
when we woke up my grandmother would be talking about,
you know, the island and fighting for Aboriginal ri^ts and
so on.
And she spent a lot of time coming back and forward to
Sydney, meeting with Members of Parliament and down in
Canberra and there were a few articles in some of the
national papers at the time. I've kept copies of those articles
over the years so I think, because, my grandmother and I, we
were -1 was sort of a favourite, we used to argue constantly.
And I was that sort of way where I'd always, not so much to
challenge or be mde to elderly people; it was more a case of
trying to leam more about why and understanding why. And
I think through the process of my grandmother and I having
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very lively discussions, and at the end agreeing to disagree,
that I learnt a lot through that and it reaffirmed my own
values and beliefs as to the things I want to do (p. 5).
In terms of his later political career, it would seem the education Ridgeway gained
from his Grandmother was far more important than anything school had to offer.
What we see here is a good example of Vygotsky's zone of proximal development in
action. With the support of an expert adult, in this case his Grandmother, the child
was able to develop towards his potential. This could be a particular problem for
schools trying to cater for the needs of gifted Aboriginal students. Even if schools
can provide culturally relevant curriculum, can many schools provide culturally
relevant adult guidance?
Having given up on the government's employment assistance, Ridgeway set about
developing a career path that he saw as having some purpose and relevance. After
joining the National Parks and Wildlife Service and becoming one of the first
Aboriginal Park Rangers, he moved into the New South Wales Public Service with a
clear plan:
I think I made a conscious decision that what I wanted to do
was to try and learn about all the different views about a
whole range of issues andfrommy point of view, starting out
in what was Aboriginal or cultural, or things based on
Aboriginal culture, to try and understandBut what I was trying to do was, rather than Aboriginal
culture being treated as separate and distinctfromthe
environment, because I saw them as being intertwined and
that you couldn't separate them and treat them alien to each
other... (p. 10)
Hisfirstpublic service job was with the Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs.
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So that sort of broadenedfromjust the cultural aspects that I
was involved with (at National Parks) to dealing with
housing and employment and the culture and heritage was
part of it, and Land Rights issues (p. 11).
A restructure of the public service gave Ridgeway the opportunity to move around
the NSW public service a bit, finally ending up at Minerals and Energy:
...spent some time in mining and went to the Department of
Minerals and Energy at the time to work in the corporate
policy area on developing policies relevant to Aboriginal
issues and access to land, cultural and heritage protection, of
science, environmental issues and so on. So it was sort of like
having movedfromone end of the spectrum being involved
in conservation and protection and science and then at the
other end trying to understand the thinking of people
involved in the mining industry and how they dealt with
issues and so on (p. 12).
The intertwining of knowledge, purpose and affect are apparent here. Ridgeway had
a fairly simple desire to understand a range of ideas and opinions. To do this he
created the opportunities to expand his knowledge. The career itself became a means
and not an end. The development of knowledge through his professional experience
allowed him to pursue his interest in Aboriginal Affairs. Soon it also allowed him to
pursue a wish to improve things for his people in a different way, by entering the
political world. Initially this was through the New South Wales Aboriginal Land
Council:
One of the things that I was heavily involved with through
that was the Native Title or the Mabo debate at the time, back
in Canberra and developing the Council's position and how it
should approach the whole idea of the Native Title Bill at the
time. And that was fairly successftil I think (p. 12).
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Through his time in the public service and continuing into his time at the land
council, Ridgeway also worked with the Land and Environment Court. The job
involved conciUating disputes under the Land Rights Act. In describing this work a
sense of purpose that he has clearly thought through becomes increasingly apparent:
Even though you have general community attitudes out there
that deny people access to opportunities and so on, that a lot
of it is a result of systemic discrimination and I see that if,
you know, the attitudes are things that take years to change,
sometimes generations and that in order to try and open the
doors and give people more opportunities, then you have got
to try and change the system...
So becoming involved in the courts and all these other
organisations (within the NSW Government) was a conscious
decision to develop policies that - whilst it sat easy with the
organisations and didn't sit at odds to their existing policies,
or didn't clash with them - you could design it in such a way
that the policies would be compatible and that it would
complement it but still go up in a direction where... the
department was caused to change to consider those issues.
.... trying to ensure that you maximise the benefits that we're
supposed to give Aboriginal people rather than a narrow
interpretation which limits what benefits Aboriginal people
get (p. 14).
Achieving this purpose is clearly satisfying, as can be seen when Ridgeway describes
the highlights of his career:
When I get to the point of seeing the practical outcome of
things that have been put in place, then you can sort of sit
back and relax for a littie while and say, well, yes, there has
been something achieved if you can see the effect it's had on
people in the community.
But at the moment I've sort of looked at everything that's
been done as gathering knowledge and putting in place all of
the pieces to a larger jigsaw and that all of the things that I've
spoken about I see very much in that sense and that it's sort
of all being worked towards achieving the outcomes in the
future and I don't see that happening for at least another five
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to ten years. Some of the things will occur over that time and
some will take a little longer (pp. 41-42).
A sense of satisfaction is again evident when describing the qualities that have
allowed him to achieve what he has:
Constantly looking for knowledge but analysing the
information and, the knowledge that's sort of gained,
balancing that against... my own beUefs or views in life and
then reaffirming my own values.
It's a constant process of to andfi:o-ingbetween the
knowledge that you learn but then being able to analyse that,
all the different structures in society, and understanding the
models that allow certain things to occur and what it is their
design to achieve. I think that people take it for granted that
there are all these different sort of models that operate and
they are designed to achieve certain outcomes and I look at it
in the sense of, well, if that's the case, then why can't you
have Aboriginal models in place which are compatible with
all these other ones...
The system of how people drive on roads and traffic lights.
The traffic lights aren't put there randomly or by accident.
They go through a whole planning process of deciding 'Well,
what is it that we want people to do, what do we want them
to observe? Do we want them to stop or go? ... what codes do
we have in place that people recognise that?' It was all
designed before and it gets modified over time with changing
technologies and so on. Aboriginal people are expected to, if
you like, comply with all of these other models that have
been put in place rather than having new models (p. 51).

Interlude: Ridgeway's first speech to the Senate
Some years after making the interview with Read and Huggins, Aden Ridgeway was
elected to the Australian Senate representing New South Wales on the Australian
Democrats ticket. His first speech to the Senate was delivered on August 25 1999
(Ridgeway, 1999). What follows is an analysis of that speech following the evolving
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systems methodology and exploring what Ridgeway was revealing about himself in
terms of purpose, knowledge and affect as he entered federal politics. The text used
here is the text released by Ridgeway's office on the day the speech was delivered
and may varyfromHansard.
I thank you Madam President.
It is appropriate to begin by acknowledging the traditional
owners of this land; the Ngun(n)awal people and their special
relationship with the land.
I also take this opportunity to thank the Nugun(n)awal people
and most particularly Matilda House and the elders for their
blessing and welcome ceremony.
It is my sincere hope that this becomes a regular feature of
protocol for all AustraUans in our promise to achieve
National Reconciliation.
It is also appropriate to acknowledge the elders of my people;
the Gumbayynggir and on their behalf reciprocate their
blessings to the Ngun(n)awal people.
On this special occasion, I make my presence known as an
'Aborigine' and to this chamber I say:
Nyandi baaliga Jainatti
Nyandi mimiga Gumbayynggir
Nya jawgar yaam Gumbayynggir.
translated:
My father is Dhunghutti
My mother is Gumbayynggir
And therefore, I am Gumbayynggir.
Many people come to this place not as politicians but as
farmers, as miners, as teachers and so on. I come to this place
not only as a Gumbayynggir Koori but also as a
'reconciliationist'.
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Everyone of us arrives with our own interests and everyone
of us departs with a whole new set of interests and on this
occasion nothing should be different.
As is seen in the other interviews considered in this thesis, identity is an important
part of Ridgeway's affective sub-system. It is obvious to say that identity is
important to the way Ridegway defines himself but, of course, it is far more
important than that. Ridgeway is not a Senator who happens to be an Aborigine, he is
a Senator because he is an Aborigine and because he is a 'reconciliationist.' Yet,
firom the outset, Ridgeway sees his role as including things that have nothing to do
with what brought him to the Senate and expects to leave with a 'whole set of new
interests'. Reflecting this, the opening to his speech respects the traditions of both the
Senate and the Ngun(n)awal people and his own Gumbayynggir people. This plays
out further as Ridgeway continued:
I have known for some time, that the challenge of being
elected would arise in being Aboriginal and being Australian.
I am not here for the popular interests but for the interests of
my country and the interests of Indigenous Australians. In
this regard, I must show leadership tliat contains the
sentiment of impartial leadership that has no contradiction by
combining the attributes of being Aborigmal and Australian.
In this short passage Ridgeway sets out the special challenge facing anybody who
wishes to maintain their identity through maintaining the traditions of their
Aboriginal culture. In politics as in many other domains, he or she mustfinda way to
combine the 'attributes of being Aboriginal and Australian'. Much of what Ridgeway
has to deal with as a Senator has nothing to do with his identity as an Aborigine. His
purpose in the place is often drawnfi-omthe 'Australian' culture yet, as we have
seen, his Aboriginal identity is important to him. In terms of evolving systems he

Ridgeway

needs to use the knowledge of both his Aboriginal culture and the Australian culture
in order to meet the differing demands of purpose and affect. To do this successfiilly
requires as few contradictions as possible between the needs of each sub-system.
To begin with let me state that the Indigenous grievance is
deeper than mere questions of party consideration. I want to
first touch upon the matter of the preamble and my apparent
discord with other Indigenous leaders.
It must be statedfromthe outset that Patrick Dodson is truly
'the father of reconciliation' but I am not Patrick nor am I
Gatjil Djerrkura. If I could have that same time over again I
would probably do the same because I am me.
I want to strongly impress upon this gathering that there
exists no discord but everlasting respect where every
difference of opinion is not a difference of principle but a
different expression of the same intent.
At the same time that Australia was debating a referendum question on becoming a
republic, Prime Minister Howard proposed to add a preamble to the Australian
Constitution. The wording of this proposed preamble became particularly important
to Australia's Indigenous community who were looking for some recognition of their
prior ownership of the land. It quickly became clear that Howard was not going to
propose a preamble that would satisfy the leadership of the Aboriginal community
and most of these leaders chose to condemn the entire document. The newly elected
Senator Ridgeway chose, instead, to negotiate the wording with Howard in an
attempt to arrive at something more acceptable to both parties. This was portrayed by
many in the media as a major split in the Aboriginal leadership and the reconciliation
movement generally.
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In this speech, Ridgeway denies any such spUt and claims a unity in purpose and
intent with Dodson and the others. From the evolving systems perspective, he
applied different knowledge to that same purpose. This is more complex than simply
rejecting the bizarre notion of a unified Aboriginal agenda. Like any other
community, Australia's Indigenous community is made up of individuals and what
we see here is that even when those individuals share a common purpose, they may
have different knowledge or have had different 'affects' in their lives that will lead
them to act in different ways. Whether at this grand political level or in an ordinary
classroom, it must be remembered that Aboriginal people may share many things in
common but they are still individual people with their own ideas and opinions.
Reconciliation is perceived as a simple and easy thing. On
the contrary, it is difficult because it challenges things about
this Nation which prevented our proper recognition and
being. If reconciliation is to challenge then it must remove
the obstacles of exclusion and provide the vehicle by which
we achieve proper recognition and National social cohesion...
The preamble decision was not an act of arrogance but an act
of national interest. It sought to remove the biggest obstacle
to exclusion - our recognition - but most importantly it
needed to be done to provide the means by which
reconciliation can now proceed.
The biggest obstacle to reconciliation is 'fear' and every
reconciliationist has a higher responsibility to remove 'white
fear' in the interests of achieving permanent reconciliation...
The preamble does not diminish reconciliation but enhances
it - it is now our responsibility to build on that step by
establishing a proper relationship between the preamble,
other Australians and the broader reconciliation process.
With this further explanation it seems reasonable to assume that Ridgeway's
knowledge of what he terms 'white fear' actually altered the detail of his purpose
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with the preamble. Ridgeway saw the preamble as a step towards reconciliation
while others may have seen it as a sign or product of reconciliation. Ridgeway also
seems particularly aware of the milieu in which he lives which, at least in part,
explains his success as a politician:
In two centuries, it is true to speak of colonies and a Nation
as being less than half perfect in its dealings with Aboriginal
people and Torres Strait Islanders. It is also true that in
return, Australia's Indigenous peoples have reciprocated only
half an affection.
As a Nation, we were committed without consent to another
man's cause for assimilation; a cause that reason could not
defend. There is no question of our past being one
characterised by both goodwill and bad intentions but we
should not be so guarded in our past memories that they
prevent usfromstraddling the divide of achieving a
'consenting reconciliation'.
There is some truth in the sentiment that in a 200 year
struggle the past has nothing to apologise for. It is argued by
some that the decisions made for my people were motivated
by goodness and not of persecution, assimilation and not of
genocide; in honesty for their own good.
Ridgeway begins his assessment as both an 'Aborigine' and an 'Australian' and
identifies a basis to what he earlier called white fear. He goes on to show that this
dual understanding does not seem to be taking place in the non-Aboriginal
community:
As my colleagues andfriendswould attest we are reviled for
our protests and branded un-Australian when we take our
case abroad. Our complaint is not so much about our
condition, or that we have no recognition like our brothers
and sisters in other places, but that we have no recognition
from the other people in this country.
Mabo should never have been a cause for outrage at
Indigenous success, it was simply the victory of a belated
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justice over others' discontent and it should have given us the
opportunity for talk on the higher ideal ofjustice rather than
the mere question of property.
The errors of the past are not there to imply guilt but are
instructions of the things we must avoid repeating in the
future.
As afirstspeech to the Senate, this speech is largely addressed to the leaders of the
Commonwealth Parliament but also to others who participate in public debate in
Australia. In participating in that environment Ridgeway is making the attempt to
understand the basis of other opinions in the debate. He is able to see that many
people who 'wronged' Indigenous Australians in the past may have meant no wrong
and identifies the idea of 'guilt.' Many in the public debate are afiraid that any
revision of pubHc memory may imply some guilt and Ridgeway sees that they are
afi-aid of that.
Perhaps being further afiraid that a rational and open debate of the Aboriginal case
might cause this guilt laden shift in public memory, Ridgeway and others have
encountered a series of very powerful opposing arguments based in seminationalistic terms like 'un-Australian.' This was to become more apparent as the
international focus of the Olympic Games in Sydney approached the year following
this speech when the fear of how Aboriginal protests would make Australia 'look'
became almost paranoid in some places. Ridgeway refutes such attacks on his
patriotism:
My commitment to my country is equal to my commitment to
reconciliation. It is a commitment which does not exist in
blindness to the Nation's faults, in deafiiess to the Nation's
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racial discord and in the denial of the perpetuation of legal
wrongs.
While rejecting attacks against himself, Ridgeway uses this speech to go further and
to invite others to attempt what he has been attempting and to talk of higher ideals
based on joint understandings. He invites the leaders of our country to use the past as
a source of guidance rather than as a source of fear, hate, blame or guilt. He goes on
to argue that the dominant public opinion has actually laid the 'guilt' for their
situation with Aboriginal people themselves and that this too is wrong:
I hear talk of reciprocity but it would be wrong to suggest
that the moral evil of our condition had its origin within
ourselves; this is wrong and it fails to understand the cause of
idleness.
Indigenous Australians are not responsible for failing
government policy nor is there a conspiracy in the bush to be
sick, unemployed or to be in gaol. These are legacies of a
shameful past that continues to manifest itself in the present.
Shame is a word with greater meaning to many Indigenous Australians than it has in
the wider community. Ridgeway separates the concept of 'shame'fromthat of
'guilt'. Perhaps if we are ashamed of our past we may be more willing to fix its
legacies while, if we feel guilty about our past, we instead tend to deny it.
Ridgeway goes on to describe a specific case of a shameful past continuing to
manifest itself in the Torres Strait. In doing so he demonstrates the unfair nature of
many of the laws in our country or the unfair way in which agents of the crown are
applying the laws. While he believes much of the source for the 'evil condition' and
'idleness' of his people can be found in the 'laws of this country', he continues:
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None of us are justified, on any grounds, in supporting the
idleness which I am prepared tofight;none of us are justified
in supporting the laws and practices which encourage this
idleness, and none of us are justified in supporting a false
view of black Australians which creates idleness.
Black Australians do not labour under an incapacity to
become Australian but under an incapacity of other
Austrahans to recognise black capacity and worth.
Reciprocity has been a key element of the Howard government's social policy. This
government has accepted that as the representative of the community it has a
responsibility for the welfare of all citizens but has promoted the apparently
reasonable notion that all citizens have a reciprocal responsibility to the community.
The most notable application of this policy has been the 'work for the dole' program.
In his speech, Ridgeway is responding to the rhetorical appHcation of the policy
where Aboriginal people have been portrayed as not living up to their end of this
social contract and their 'idleness' has been highlighted and attacked. Ridgeway
indicates here that he wishes tofightthis idleness too, but argues for more substantial
thought to be given to a reciprocal social contract.
The argument to which Ridgeway is responding places no greater expectation on the
wider community than to provide cash. In return for this money, Aboriginal
Australians are expected to pull themselves out of their 'evil condition'. Put very
crudely, the contract on offer asks Aboriginal people to take the money and become
'normal' Australians. Ridgeway, however, turns the central idea of reciprocity around
and looks for the wider community tofightthe laws and practices which encourage
idleness, he asks them tofighta false view and construction of Indigenous
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Australians and, most importantly, he calls on the community to recognise black
worth and capacity.
Implicit in his argument is that he perceives Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples as he perceives himself, as being both Aboriginal and Australian. He
believes that Aboriginal Australians have needs and desires which differfromthose
of the general Australian community and that those needs and desires are not always
understood by governments. Aboriginal communities themselves, he argues, should
have primary responsibility for meeting those needs. As AustraUans, though, he
recognises a reciprocal obligation:
It is vitally important to the concept of 'self-sufficiency' that
in time, communities must reduce their dependence on
government funds in exchange for increased economic and
political rights.
In essence, communities must be given the tools to:
- develop an economic base,
- satisfy native title demands,
- maintain cultural heritage, and
- promote economic self-sufficiency.
It is unquestionable that Indigenous peoples have had limited
opportunities to invest in their own economies because often
there has been no established resource base for community
investment and development.
The creation of a resource base must arise as a partnership
between Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders, the
business sector and govermnent. Only through partnership
can a fully integrated economy be established which operates
and provides benefits to the broader community as well as
Indigenous peoples.
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From here Ridgeway continues to present his purpose, which in this place is called
policy.

Land policy informing education

Ridgeway's specific interest in policy has put him in a position to give very clear
thought to some of the problems of the approaches to Aboriginal Affairs. When
asked about the potential conflict in the Aboriginal community between those
seeking development for the economic benefit of the people and seeking the
conservation of traditional lands, he gives a detailed response. For the purpose of this
chapter, what is of interest here are the observations of a man who operates in both
the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities about how policy on Aboriginal
issues is being approached:
I think that there was a general misconception in the past that
- there's a number of parts to it. One, that Aboriginal people
were anti-development and the second, that Aboriginal issues
went hand in hand with environmental issues. I didn't agree
with that because what I saw through my experiences were
that environmental groups were in fact using Aboriginal
arguments and Aboriginal groups to support their own aims,
and that's not to say that Aboriginal people also didn't have
their own views about protection oftiieenvironment. But that
was according to an Aboriginal understanding of how the
environment should be protected, which wasn't taken into
consideration by the environmental groups (Ridgeway, 1997,
p. 15).
Is this a feature unique to the environmental groups or is it more widespread? In
particular, does it occur in education? Most people involved in these environmental
groups would not doubt for a minute that they were pro-Aboriginal, but here they are
being criticised by a prominent Aboriginal leader with a significant background in
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conservation through the National Parkes and Wildlife Service. Are there similar
people involved in Aboriginal education who are dedicated to developing better
educational opportunities for Aboriginal people who have not actually considered the
Aboriginal understanding of how people should be educated?
Of course there is no one Aboriginal understanding, as Ridgeway has found with
mining:
The issue about mining and so on, I look at that as it is a local
decision to start with but also think they need to weigh that
up against their own cultural views of exploitation of the land
against the social benefits that they might achieve and the
economic benefits and so on through that process. But they
have to make a conscious decision about it...
It is very difficult for central agencies, government or non-government, to allow for
and support genuine local decision making:
In my position (at the Land Council) this has probably been a
mistake in the past of a lot of people in senior positions, not
just Aboriginal people, of coming up with what they consider
the solutions for Aboriginal communities and then imposing
those solutions upon the communities without even speaking
to the communities about what they think. And I think in
terms of any process trying to devolve power and these ideas
of self determination where people make their own decisions,
that the role of bodies like this is to be a vehicle to support
those people making their decisions. Providing technical
support, ensuring that there are a set of standards and a
fi-amework for decisions to be made and that those standards
are monitored and maintained and protected at all times (p.
16).

The practical problems that emerge with respect to land have strong counterparts in
education. For example, the question of whether Aboriginal people should pursue
rights to land for productive, commercial purposes or for the preservation of
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traditional sites is mirrored in the debate over a traditional education versus a white
education. Ridgeway's approach has been to try to take on both:
So I think the problem has been people sort of tend to look at
it as, 'Well, have we got to make a choice between one and
the other' and I sort of take the view, 'Well, you have a foot in
each camp. You operate well within your own commimities
and you exist as one of your own people but you can also
operate just as good if not better than any other person in the
major society.' And that's what we're trying to do here at the
Land Council in some respects, and I think we're achieving
that.
But this is not easy for the whole commimity:
It's no disrespect of people in the communities - there's, if
you like, a very static mindset in the sense of people have
been institutionalised, they've been put off reserves by
different government agencies and they've been taught things
about, you know, 'This is what you do and this is what you
don't do.' They weren't allowed to talk their language, they
couldn't use their own traditional names and so on and as a
result you get to a point in time where, and I think this will
show up with the, you know, younger generation, that there'll
be differences of views in that, 'That's not the Aboriginal
way of doing things.' And you often hear these arguments in
the community, you know, 'That's not very Aboriginal' (p.
20).

There is much to be understood here when thinking about and formulating education
policy and approaches. It seems fair to assume that the majority of non-Aboriginal
teachers in our schools are now aware that the Aboriginal community is not a
homogeneous unit and may even be quite divided in places. For the most part,
however, this awareness does not translate to an understanding of what is going on in
the Aboriginal community around their school. It is here that an understanding of
what the teachers themselves were taught and continue to believe becomes
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important. As was seen in chapter one, non-Aboriginal people of the age of most
teachers were not taught about contemporary Aboriginal communities. Many
teachers will have even found the existence of these communities quite a surprise
when they have first encountered them through school. Many of them will have also
found their lack of understanding quite frustrating.
Consultation is a good example of where thesefrustrationscan surface. In New
South Wales, schools with even just a few Aboriginal students will go to great
lengths to include the Aboriginal community. For example, in addition to specialised
staff like the Aboriginal Education Officer and the Aboriginal Community Liaison
Officer, special positions on the School Council and other committees will be
reserved for members of the Aboriginal community. Despite these efforts, schools
typicallyfindit difficult tofillthese positions. This is very difficult for school
leaders who genuinely want to do therightthing butfindthat the policy documents
that tells them what the 'right' approach is can break down at a practical level: and
then head office can seem a long way away. Ridgeway's views on the social justice
package being put together as part of the Native Title Act negotiations with the
Keating Govermnent does a lot to inform this sort of situation:
I have, I suppose, serious concerns... My fear is that this is
sort of being viewed as onefinalsolution. The other problem
is that they've gone through a consultation or supposedly, but
I view - if there is going to be any sort of settlement or
agreement - it's up to Aboriginal people to decide themselves
and I don't think ¿lat they've decided. It's been decided by, if
you like, ATSIC in some respects and I see that as merely
being an arm of the Government and designing something
that will meet some political agenda but not necessarily
allowing Aboriginal people to - in thefiiture- to give them
opportunities to decide themselves (p. 34).
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Schools fall into the same category. No matter how well they interact with the
Aboriginal community, in the end they are a part of government. Even the majority
of independent or private schools rely heavily on government funding and are not
that different to public schools in policy and approach.
Ridgeway explained his thoughts on ATSIC with more detail:
I think the difference is that in ATSIC's case they're bound
by the rules in which - the way the public service operates, or
Treasury, and so the way that they make decisions and the
way that resources are allocated are very much influenced or
restricted by all of the rules that are already there which is the
same as the way that any Commonwealth agency would
operate (p. 45).
The processes that are used within the public service to develop policy advice for
government, to account for public money and to balance the various calls on that
public money are extensive. Generally this is a good thing, but it does start to
determine what is possible. Schools face the same situation. In the example of
consultation it would appear that the model used for consultation has been derived
from the way things are done in the public service. At least on paper, creating
positions for representatives of the Aboriginal community on school committees
meets the poUcy need of improving consultation with the Aboriginal community.
However, it does not meet the objective in practice if the positions cannot be filled,
or if they arefilledbe someone who half of the local community will not talk to.
Working through these issues in relation to landrightsand Native Title, Ridgeway
had found:
One of the key things is... to provide for different ways in
which communities are to operate. The model at the moment
is very much the hierarchical model of, you know, you have
your elected executive and then there's the assumption of-
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you operate on the system of, you know, democracy,
majority, the majority decision. I think what they need to
look at is not only looking at alternative models of how
decisions can be made but also about where communities
aren't at the same growth stage in their period of evolution, if
you like, then the same model doesn't apply in each case.
In some cases where there's no leadership, there's a lack of
skills, lack of education and apathy that exists in the
community you can't expect a model of, you know, this
democratic model based on the hierarchical system to work;
it just won't. Because you're asking people to come forward
and be leaders but, if they don't have therightskills and
abilities and so on, then it will fail. So you've got to look at
other ways for how do you assist that to evolve according to
what the community wants and then, when they're ready,
then they can move on to the next stage and so on (p. 46).
Ethical issues of power and paternalism come to the fore here and the answers are
difficult tofind.Ridgeway was asked how strongly the goal of community autonomy
should be held to if a community was simply going to fail over and over:
Community autonomy, but I don't think to the point of where
you allow them to fail.... Because I think that if you do that
you're neglecting your responsibilities to the community to
serve itself Because if you've got a community that has all of
these social problems, all of these things have come about as
a result of colonisation and institutionalisation, then you can't
blame them and they shouldn't be held accountable for all the
things that occur unless you actually give them support and
they make conscious decisions to reject what it is that you're
providing them. If they haven't made a conscious decision
and it's something that's come about as a result of history,
then they shouldn't be penalised at the end of the day for
continually failing (pp. 46-7).
In an education system that is increasingly conscious of being part of the institutional
structure that has participated in creating the social problems to which Ridgeway
refers, the decision of where to step in to prevent failure becomes more difficult. The
focus on the success and failure of individuals rather than communities also makes
the decision-making process more difficult. Regardless of the difficulties, the
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institution would gain by considering the models it employs. Is the best way of
improving consultation and communication with the community through the creation
of committees and committee positions? Is the best way of approaching the poor
employment situation to assume that Aboriginal people, like the young Aden
Ridgeway, need better access to essentially unskilled positions? Can policy solutions
be found at a system-wide, state-wide level?
Obviously, it just means that therightsupport - or the model
that's there doesn't work - and I prefer to look at it as the
model doesn't work. And it doesn't take account of the fact
that, if you've got one model, what are the growth stages in
each community, because the model assumes that everyone is
at the same growth stage and that they'll all progress at the
same rate but they don't (p. 47).
There is room for innovation and the New South Wales Land Council was
developing a process for mediation of disputes within Aboriginal communities to
replace past practices:
The idea of mediation is that rather than taking the approach
of what's happened in the past in communities is - 'Let's call
a community meeting and let's try and sort the problems out'
-mediation is a process that allows you to explain the process
to people in the community. To deal with the separate groups,
you know, as confidential meetings and then still bring them
back together - and I've foundfrommy experiences from
having done some mediations already, that people in fact
have the same views. The problem is that people tend to
focus on personalities and they think about it in terms of
'We're never going to get anywhere with this because they're
always going to oppose us because they don't like us.'
I don't think that you're ever going to getridof community
conflict and I actually see this as a good thing because it
leads to lively debate and it allows people to put their views
forward. But I think the main thing is that you at least have to
provide an opportunity and a process by which people can
express their views. Thefirstpart of it is to look at the long
outstanding grievancesfromwhat's happened since
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colonisation - because people have their own grief that
they've never really dealt with over time... (p. 23).

Land and Education are sites of significant interaction between government and the
Aboriginal community. There are significant differences, but experiences of one site
can certainly inform the other.

Building theory: lifeworlds and literacy
But I think that the important [thing] about this is that
Aboriginal people are allowed the right to define themselves,
[that] is the key to it, rather than being told what they should
be or how they should be or how they're viewed by society,
you know, in a stereotypical way, that's part of the mindset
change I think (Ridgeway, 1997, p. 26).

Ridgeway has found success in both the 'Aboriginal' and 'mainstream' world. He
has done this differently to, say, Mandawuy Yunupingu, the traditional fisherman,
cum teacher, cum chairman of the Northern Land Council, cum rock star.
Ridgeway's 'Aboriginal' world does not have the easily classifiable and appealing
'traditional' aspects of Yunupingu's Yolgnu homeland. To the outside observer there
is a great deal of overlap or similarity between the Aboriginal and mainstream worlds
for Ridgeway. Yet Ridgeway clearly sees a difference and declares himself at once a
member and representative of both the AustraHan and the Aboriginal communities.

Educators have turned to a small number of available discourses in thinking about
approaching this apparent duality. One available discourse is the liberal response to
previous and, arguably, continuing policies and practices of assimilation. This
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approach sees little interface between the two worlds, or cultures, and generally
respects the individual's right to participate in either or both. Ridgeway's high school
experience, if it is not to be considered a continuation of an assimilationist discourse,
could be read in this way. Overall, his school appears to have respected his
Aboriginal identity and, no doubt with government assistance, supported him
financially because he was an Aborigine. They gave him extra support to access the
'mainstream' world, but really stayed out of the 'Aboriginal' world altogether. From
the liberal discourse, it can be argued that this is entirely appropriate: do white
educators have any proper role in black matters or should they simply stay out of
them altogether? There have certainly been many Aboriginal historians who claim
non-Aboriginal people have no business writing Aboriginal history (Atkinson et al.,
1981).

An alternative available discourse is the radical discourse that also assumes little
interface between the two cultures and then goes a step further to assert the
precedence of the 'Aboriginal' world. In education a major site of conflict between
the liberal and radical discourse has been in the area of literacy education. The
radical position has been that, where they have survived, traditional languages should
be taught in precedence to English. In some places, where the traditional language
has not survived, it also argued that local Creole forms of English should be taught in
schools over mainstream or 'standard' English because they have greater cultural
relevance. While there is some indication that children who are literate in the
language spoken at home will become literate in English more easily, the radical
basis for this approach is primarily cultural preservation.
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Those taking a counter position on this issue often do so in a clearly heartfelt fashion.
Martin Nakata, himself a Torres Strait Islander, is a strong proponent of teaching
English literacy to Indigenous children. While he is not against cultural preservation
and promotion, he expresses a concern that sections of the Indigenous and
educational communities have come to see it as a panacea for all ills (Nakata, 1999,
p. 14). The radical focus on cultural and language preservation, he argues, actually
prevents many Indigenous people pursuing other issues and ideas that are important
to them. Without good English skills, Nakata asks, how can he or his people
understand, hold, negotiate or change their position in the face of others. The issue is
one of access to power:
And, if any one in the field of literacy education ever asks me
again what I know of the Torres Straits because I no longer
reside there, I'm going to forget every ounce of Westem
reason and logic that I've ever learnt, then I'm going to
harness all the cultural capital I can, and punch them out,
because without the English language, that is the only
resource to power and control that I, and my fellow Torres
Strait Islanders, have (Nakata, 1999, p. 19).

Ridgeway's approach does not fit into either of these discourses, nor strictly into a
post-structuralist discourse. Ridgeway recognises the duality of his position, but does
not see the two cultures as being in opposition. He talks of a need to show
'leadership that contains the sentiment of impartial leadership that has no
contradiction by combining the attributes of being Aboriginal and AustraHan.'
Nakata's position is similar. In promoting the teaching of English literacy skills, he is
not promoting an assimilationist position but suggesting something else.
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An understanding of the position of Ridgeway or Nakata requires a reading that steps
out of these common or popular discourses in education. It requires an understanding
that allows an individual to simultaneously have multiple identities, to live in more
than one 'world.' It requires the acceptance that everybody is a member of multiple
communities: overlapping communities of work, of interest and affiliation, of
ethnicity, of sexual identity, and so on (The New London Group, 2000). From a
multi-community discourse we may be able to start to tease out some of the complex
relationships of the many layers of identity, of memory, and of cultural
understandings that comefromliving in multiple 'lifeworlds.'
In an early attempt to code the interviews in the Seven Years On project, it became
apparent that a common feature of each of the successful Indigenous people
interviewed was that they were proud, or at least comfortable, with their Aboriginal
heritage and identity. In light of the discussion above, a more accurate reading may
be that these people experienced little or no conflict between the various aspects of
their Indigenous and non-Indigenous lifeworlds.

CHAPTER FIVE: 'ERIN'
Much has been written on the negative aspects of schooling for Aboriginal people.
There is good reason for this and there is much that can be improved. However, the
Aboriginal students in our classrooms are individuals and all have their own unique
stories to tell. In the interview reported and discussed in this chapter, Erin tells a
story that includes a very positive account of school life:
I went to - Hill Primary School and then I went to - State
High School. It changed its name to ~ Secondary College.
And I went there mainly because of music... to study music...
I play the clarinet. I wanted to play saxophone at first, but
they didn't have any spaces, so I just went for clarinet...
I really enjoyed school, actually ('Erin', 1999, pp. 9-10).

The interviewee here has given permission through the National Library of Australia
for the interview to be used publicly. Every effort, though, has been made to respect
her privacy in this discussion. This was not possible with Aden Ridgeway, as his
career is just too well known. In this case, however, the pseudonym 'Erin' has been
used and where place names have been mentioned they have been replaced with a
double dash. As with the other two interviews used here, the entire tape is available
at the Oral History section of the National Library of Australia. Even without the
interviewee's proper name, the tape is not too difficult to find with carefiil use of the
catalogue.

Erin continued her positive account of school and makes some interesting
observations about teachers' understandings of student motivations:
All my teachers were pretty helpfiil... I just mainly did well in
music and PE. But the thing is ¿lat with my music teachers.
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they all wanted me to go on with music, but I didn't want
that. I wanted to do speech [pathology], so... because I went
to the Conservatorium as well, so they thought that I had
some potential, [laughs] I was in the symphonic band (p. 26).
Teachers have a difficult task in encouraging talent, or potential talent, and no matter
how good a clarinettist Erin may have become, there were other factors working
against her pursuing it as a career. One factor was a stronger motivation to pursue
speech pathology. Another motivation, or actually an inhibitor, was a dislike of the
social setting that a career in music would involve:
Going to the Conservatorium and realising that they're all
really bitchy, all the girls were... Yeah, there was a lot of
competition. You couldn't just do something. There was a lot
of competition behind it, so, and I didn't really want that (p.
28).

They were just... if you got a solo piece, they'd say, 'Oh,
you're not good enough for that, you shoulii't be playing
that, someone else should be playing it or I should be playing
it' (p. 30).
I was going back to the Con in Year 12, but I just didn't think
I would have the time, being Year 12 (p. 31).
None of this has any apparent cultural or racial basis. The middle class white
community may dominate the world of classical music, but there is no evidence in
the interview that Erin felt shut out because of that. In fact, she did not feel that she
had experienced racism at school at all:
Read: And what about being a Murri at this school, do they
get a hard time?
Erin: No.
Read: Not at all?
Erin: My school was very multi-cultural.
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Read: Oh right.
Erin: There were lots of Aborigines, Asians. The students
camefromeverywhere.
Read: Yes, so everybody hung out with everybody almost,
yeah.
Erin: Yep, yep. There was no racism, nothing. It was really
good. We've had NAIDOC Week, so it was an eye-opener
for the rest of the students (p. 31).
Having enjoyed school, Erin moved on to university and, like many first year
students, found it to be a big new world:
AtfirstI didn't like [university] that much. Probably because
I didn't have my support network. I didn't have my friends
there. And you just saw different people in every lecture you
went to. But it's better now because you see the same faces
all the time.
The numbers are increasing, but not many Aboriginal people make it to university,
and far fewer go to university straightfromschool. Erin's motivation to move
straight on to university was to pursue a career in speech pathology:
My nephew was my inspiration to be a speech pathologist.
He's autistic. Well, atfirstthey thought he was autistic, but
I'm not quite sure now. But he's got attention deficits as well.
And he doesn't speak very much, so he's my inspiration (p.
12).

This motivation stands in contrast to a general impression that successfiil Aboriginal
people are also Aboriginal activists or involved in the 'Aboriginal movement' in
some way. Perhaps with the exception of Ernie Dingo and Albert Namitjira, most
publicly well-known Aboriginal people are known primarily for their political
activities or for their involvement in arts that are distinctly 'Aboriginal' in style. The
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reality seen here, however, is that culture and race are not the key motivation of
every Aboriginal person.

While not a central career motivation, Erin was still very proud of her cultural
heritage. While still at school she expressed her pride in her heritage through dance:
And we had an Aboriginal dance group and I was in the
dance group. And we danced for NAIDOC Week and we
went to other schools, and danced for other schools, so... My
sister-in-law, she's a dancer. I don't know what company she
dances for, but she taught us a dance, two dances... (p. 32).
I've been doing dancing ever since I was two-and-a-half. I
did ballet, jazz and tap. But it was better with Aboriginal
dancing, it was part of my culture (p. 33).
Erin's link to her Aboriginal heritage would seem to be in the affective domain rather
than strongly influencing purpose:
Huggins: And you saw your other brothers and sisters.
Lionel's didgeridoo playing, because he's a very good
didgeridoo player too. Did he play any of that stuff up at
NAIDOC Week?
Erin: Yeah, He was always there at NAIDOC Week.
Huggins: Oh that's good. So he'd come to your school and...
and how did that make you feel?
Erin: Proud of my brother.... Because everyone would talk
about him, making the fires and throwing the boomerangs.
Because he'd throw the boomerangs and then teach them
how to do it, the kids. And they'd do it on the oval, and the
didgeridoo
Huggins: And the other Aboriginal kids must have been
proud too?
Erin: Proud of their culture.
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Just as expectations come with talent, for Aboriginal people expectations come with
identity. Erin's motivations to pursue speech pathology may have been personal, but
she was aware of the possible expectations of others, expectations placed on her
simply because she is Aboriginal. The interview exchange begins with Erin
describing speech pathology:
Erin: You help people with their voice and fluency, speech
obviously. And basically with speech, it's just where
placement of your tongue goes and the way you say things.
Like if it's voiced or non-voiced sounds. In communication
we've just looked at a few videos at the moment... looking at
their body language and how they communicate. If they are
good communicators without speaking, so.
Huggins: Michael and I have been doing some stuff for them
[communications academics] for cross cultural
communication and that... how different it is again for
Indigenous clients and stuff, so we're working fairly well
with speech pathology.
Read: Yes, and if you're thefirstIndigenous student,
probably the staff teaching speech pathology don't know
anything about this kind of thing. You'll be teaching them a
fair bit, I should think.
Erin: Yeah, probably a little bit.
Huggins: Yeah, it's a bit unfair though.
Erin: Yes, that's true.
Huggins: You know, I think it is. It's really a bit unfair for
the lecturers and teachers and tutors. If they know you're
Indigenous they can tend to hone in on you and say, 'Well
what do you think?' And my answer to them is that, you
know, you're still learning here too as much as every other
student. But they think that because you're an Indigenous
student, you're supposed to know all this other world-view.
Read: And that meant that Aboriginal doctors ahnost
inevitably had to go and work with Indigenous patients
because, you know, you're needed here. So, and that might
be a pressure on you to do the same thing when you graduate.
That people will say, 'Look, come on, you've gone to all this
trouble now, you've got to help our people by working with
Murris, because many Murri people who need speech therapy
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wouldn't work with anybody else.' Have you thought about
that or is that a problem, or is that...
Erin: No that's no problem. My mum keeps saying that to me
all the time. They'll probably shift you out to Woorabinda or
something, [lau^is] I'd like to... I think it would be
interesting. It would be good to help. Not just help, but on a
social level. Speak to them. It's not just all about helping
people.
Huggins: Well, what about if they wanted you to... would that
bother you... if they said, 'Well, we just want you to work in
a white health clinic.
Erin: No.
Huggins: Have you any real ambitions or desires to work
anywhere with your degree, or doesn't it matter at the
moment?
Erin: Mainly with children, I'd like to work... I'd like to go
overseas and work overseas also (pp. 22-23).
It is an interesting feature of this interview that the interviewers are more
knowledgeable about many of the things they choose to discuss than is the
interviewee. In much of the exchange transcribed above Read and Huggins are
identifying issues that Erin apparently has not perceived, let alone given serious
thought. For the present purpose, the issues raised are vital. Are the expectations
placed on talented or successfiil Indigenous people any different to those placed on
talented and successful peoplefromother parts of the community? If so, how? Is
there a qualitative difference between the pressure to work in the Aboriginal
community referred to here by Read and Huggins, and the pressure that might be
exerted on a student with a white middle class background to pursue a career in the
professions? Does the pressure to work in the Aboriginal community only come from
within the community, or are there systemic expectations? Do schools and
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universities, even tacitly, expect talented Aboriginal students to, in some way,
dedicate their lives to helping the Aboriginal community?
Erin does not seem concerned one way or the other. She seems comfortable with her
Aboriginal identity, but identity is not a major motivating factor for her. The contrast
with Ridgeway, who announced his presence in the Senate as a 'Gumbayynggir
Koori' and a 'reconciliationist,' is stark and should not be taken for granted. Erin and
Ridgeway are individuals, and while they share an Indigenous identity, each has
distinctly individual motivations and goals. Forgetting this can lead to a situation
where cultural issues take undue primacy over all other issues facing Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people (Nakata, 2000).

Identity

The Aboriginal community has been massively displaced and the reproduction of
Aboriginal identity and culture is problematic. This is apartfromthe long running,
and not yet dead, colonial practice of focussing on race and defining identity by
genetic proportion. Like many other Aboriginal people, Erin has grown up somewhat
removedfromthe Aboriginal side of her family:
Huggins: So, I was going to say because you didn't have your
dad's influence there, where did your Aboriginal culture
influence comefrom?Like, you know, to be proud of all that.
Was your mum say that to you [sic]?
Erin: Yep. I mean, I've got called, I think I might have been called a really horrible name... I was probably just called an
Abo or Coon or something. And I came home and asked
mum and she told me. And I suppose that made me go on. It
made me stronger in a way (p. 45).
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Erin's separation from her Aboriginal heritage was brought about by the
estrangement of her parents. Many other Aboriginal people have been forced into a
similar situation by government policies involving the forced removal from country
and the forced separation of families. Read is particularly interested in how
Aboriginal histories and languages are being told and learned and explores this in the
interview:
Erin:... we try and get information out of my grandmother but
she won't speak about it... It's too horrific for her. The past is
too horrific.
Read: That's right? That's the reason?
Erin: No, she won't talk about it at all. She tells us to shut up.
Mind your own business.
Read: Is that the reason? She thinks it's too horrific then, or
what?
Erin: Well, that's what we think. I mean why else wouldn't
you speak about it, if it wasn't too horrific?

Erin's interpretation here may be correct and her grandmother may have found her
experience too horrific to retell. It must be recognised, though, that the interpretation
she provides here is not derived from the information her grandmother has supplied
but rather from a radical discourse that assumes that the grandmother has had a
horrific life experience. Underlying assumptions about how the world is are not the
sole preserve of the dominant culture. Read, who in his historical research has
detailed some of the horrific life experiences the grandmother's generation had
experienced, seemed to not completely share the same assumption in his reply:
Read: It's a real mystery isn't it? That's why there's no
languages aroimd now. Except it happened two generations
ago, I'm talking about New South Wales but many people
who are aged 60 now say, look when we... or 70, when we
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were kids the old people talking language would come up,
listen to them and say 'get out of here' and next thing you
know there is no language.
Erin: Plus they weren't allowed to speak it. Get beaten up if
they were speaking it.
Read: That's true as well. I know there's people living off
missions and that sort of thing too. Yeah, how does that make
you feel? You feel you've been deprived of something really
important in not hearing this? (p. 59)
Again, Erin has not given these issues a great deal of thought. In this case, though,
she talks the issue through:
Erin: Yeah. Although if you go up to, like they speak in
Burralua don't they?
Read: Oh yeah, up there they do.
Erin: In little places like that, I could always go up there and
maybe learn something, but then it's not my tribe's language.
Read: No, it's not your language; it's not your history.
Erin: Yes, so I guess I do feel deprived of it. Just got little
chunks of it.
Read's own views on the situation have no doubt been shaped by his experiences as a
historian trying to gather information on a history that has often not been well
documented and so relies on the willingness of people to tell what they remember.
His views are not hidden in the interview:
Read: That's a bit of a pig, isn't it? What is wrong with that
middle generation that they are so uninterested now, do you
think?... I mean, it's not just people like your dad and your
uncle, I mean it's pretty wide spread amongst middle
generations that I know too.
Erin: I'm really interested in it pier Aboriginal culture and
language] but it might have just been because my father was
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always told not to speak the language. And whenever he
spoke the language at school he was hit with the cane or
whatever it was in those days. So he was taught not to talk
about his culture or not to speak in his lingo. So maybe it is
just that, I'm not quite sure because they were told not to.
And if they did, they were punished.
Read: That sort of explains it. It certainly explains it why he
didn't then, of course it does. But it doesn't altogether
explain it why he wouldn't now because, after all, no one is
punishing him. In fact, people like his daughter are saying,
'Oh please Dad, tell me' (p. 68).
Erin's answer to this question included a level of analytical clarity that is so often
beyond the capability of someone who has thought an issue over and over as Read
had done. Nevertheless, on talking about it, Erin does come to share Read's concerns
about the loss of opportunity to learn about her people:
Erin: Yeah, well, he probably doesn't know much.
And what level of shame and guilt might be felt by a person who does not know
much about a culture they believe that they should know? One can imagine that it
would cause a level offrustrationevery bit as affective as the loss itself
Read: No, but Jackie and I have often discussed this with
people, you know, it is a real worry for both of us, of course,
that... I mean it's a real pity when you have got to go and
read books by white fellas to find out your own history.
Erin: Oh, that's true.
Read: And sometimes you can't find it anywhere, actually.
Erin: It doesn't help that my grandmother won't speak about
it either.
In an era when many Aboriginal people are proud to identify themselves in terms of
their cultural heritage, where do they go to learn about it? Whether or not white fellas
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can write the history that Indigenous people need is problematic. Whether or not
black fellas are both willing and able to tell their own stories is also farfromcertain.
Against the background of these questions, Read and Huggins direct the interview in
a way that asks Erin to explain some aspects of the contemporary situation for many
Aboriginal communities in Queensland. Her responses again reveal an understanding
rooted in a radical interpretation she has learned as much as in her own experience, a
fact that she recognises herself:
Huggins: It's a bit of a... it's very sad Woorabinda now, you
know... the violence, the alcohol, all the social problems, you
know, festering sores there. So they are not pretty places, any
of the communities in Queensland.
Erin: No. I've seen videos of Palm Island and that's not
nice...
Read: So when you hear stories like thisfromAunty Jack
here, do you feel like saying, 'Oh God, it would be too
depressing to go.' Or does it make you want to go more, or...
Erin: I'd like to go to see for myself, but I would probably
become very depressed over it.
Read: Yes. I mean, it's a bit hard, it is a silly question in a
way, since you haven't been there, but, I mean, what
conclusions can you draw when you say, 'The bloody grog is
everywhere, women are being bashed up', but our people
aren't like that in the ordinary sense because they are not like
that, you know. You can walk around Brisbane and that is not
happening. So how do you, sort of, think yourself out of that
to explain why that situation occurred?
Erin: Settlement, European settlement. It all goes back to the
colonisation; being shifted off the land, losing their culture. It
is just a big cycle: depression. Because they have lost their
culture, they don't know who they are, so then they resort to
alcohol, drug abuse, so they can forget all these things or
forget the horrific incidents that have happened.... being
beaten up, killed - seeing their families being killed. And it
has just gone down in generation to generation because they
haven't got any role models to pull out of that slump, out of
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that cycle, so all they know to do is drink because their
parents did it.
Read: So, in fact, they do have role models, but they are not
good role models in a sense, right?
Erin: Exactly. The other reason why I think I think that, is
because I learned it in social work. So I didn't come up with
it myself, I just.... you were taught that in social work (pp 7778).
Erin is able to give a quite rational account of many of the difficulties in Aboriginal
communities in Queensland. It is important to note, though, her own belief that she
learned this explanation at university. This does not question the validity of the
account she gives, or herrightto give it. It does show she is quite comfortable in
consciously drawing on a non-Indigenous academic tradition and analysis to explain
aspects of an Indigenous community with which she identifies.
Read then asked Erin if she could use this sort of explanation with any of her nonIndigenousfiiends.Her response indicates that her non-Indigenousfiiendsare far
less willing to accept the radical explanation of the situation of these communities
than she has been herself:
I would, but they still wouldn't understand... They say, you
know, you can just get yourself out of it. Why do they have
to stay like that? Why do they have to drink? They should be
able to go away, you know, and not do it. But the thing with
Aborigines, they have their family, and that's their centre of
connection, their support network. And they don't have... like
I have my sportfiiends,my workfiiends,my unifiiends,as
well as my family. And most Aboriginal families, especially
out there, that's all they have and the family connection is
broken down, so then they don't have the other support
networks (p. 79).
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Here Erin identifies differences in the worid-view she has compared to that of her
fiiends, although the differences are not absolute. Aborigines, she believes, have a
greater connection to their families but the attachment is likely to be even stronger
for those that live 'out there' than for those, like herself, that live in the city. Erin
herself feels secure in a number of support networks other than just her family.
Another track for exploring issues of representation is found in Erin's beliefs on how
Aboriginal culture could and should be appropriately shared with non-Aboriginal
people:
Erin: I think they can be told about things, but I guess they
can't feel the same way towards it as what we can. It is very
important to us. Other than that... (p.35).
Read: What about doing Aboriginal dances?
Erin: Yep, of course. We've got some little kids up to dance
with us when we were dancing.
Read: Right. What about a professional? How far can they
go? I mean, seriously, little kids arefine,but can nonAboriginals do it at a professional level, Aboriginal dancing?
Is that fine, or what?
Erin: I guess they could, but they'd probably be ridiculed,
because it is not part of their culture. And they'd be sa5dng,
'You shouldn't be doing that because it's Aboriginal
culture.'... Personally... I wouldn't like them to do it....
Because when we dance it means something, I mean they
could be told about it and they may be able to feel it to some
degree, but not to the degree that we would feel. So it's
probably not best that they do it (p. 36).

Building theory: Multiple lifeworlds
Like Martin Nakata, Cathryn McConaghy is one of a number of researchers involved
in Indigenous education who is critical of the educational politics she terms
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'culturalism' (McConaghy, 2000). Culturalism contends that before issues of policy,
curriculum and pedagogy can be debated, issues of culture must be considered.
Furthermore, such issues are grounded specifically in the assumption of two
immutable and oppositional cultures or lifeworlds: 'Indigenous' and 'Western'.
Culture is obviously an issue in 'Indigenous education,' but the work of McConaghy,
Nakata, and others, is challenging its primacy. This work seeks to problematise
issues of culture and identity and to position it within a widerframeworkand not to
be limited to a two-race binary.
Viewedfromwithin a two-race binary, Erin could be seen as highly assimilated. She
grew up with her non-Aboriginal mother and separatedfromthe Aboriginal side of
her family. Her major interests in speech pathology and classical music have no
apparent connection to Aboriginal culture and herfirstand only language is standard
Australian English. She is not active in Aboriginal politics and, although not against
the idea, she has no real desire to work in an Aboriginal community.
Nevertheless, she does identify as an Aborigine. She is proud of and proud to be a
part of her people and her culture. And there is no apparent reason why the fact that
her life circumstances have allowed her greater access than some Aboriginal people
to the dominant culture should preclude herfromthe Aboriginal culture.
A multi-community discourse, where the boundaries between coloniser and
colonised are, perhaps notfragile,but elastic, would better allow for Erin's situation.
As Ridgeway is quite different to Yunupingu, Erin is quite different to them both in
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the way the different parts of her different life-worldsfittogether. From this
perspective, though, we do not need to descend into matters of degree. We do not
need to perceive Yimupingu as 'more Aboriginal' than Erin. All three of these people
can be accepted as one-hundred-per-cent Aboriginal. This perspective may provide a
better platform for our pragmatic task in education of assisting our students to
participate to thefiillextent of their ability and interest in public, community and
economic life.

Erin

Interlude: Rock stars
Erin: I like to play classical [music].... Listening, I like to
listen to it too. I like all kinds of music. I don't think you can
say that you like one kind.
Huggins: It would be very unusual for a young Mum woman
to listen to classical, you know.
Erin: I know, [laughs] (p. 37).
It would seem at least equally unusual that a Chairman of the Northern Land Council
could become a rock star. Unusual not because he is black, there are a number of
Aborigines who have been successful in rock and country music, but because it is
unusual to see anybodyfromsuch a significant and high profile political position
involved in the popular arts on a conamercial basis. Peter Garrett's chairmanship of
the Australian Conservation Foundation is a notable exception, but he was a rock star
first.
Culture matters, but it is not the only basis for analysis and understanding. The
interests and talents of the individual can often be unexpected.

CHAPTER

SIX:

'MARK'

Mark's life story is quite different from either Aden Ridgeway's or to Erin's. His
mother had been a part of the Stolen Generation and neither she nor he was fiilly
aware of their Indigenous ancestry until Mark was well into his teens. Mark's farther
was Maltese and he was far more aware of this ethnic identity while growing up in
the Western Suburbs of Sydney. Since discovering his Aboriginal heritage, however,
Mark has made very serious efforts to learn all he could about his Indigenous cultural
background and has felt a strong connection to it.

As with the previous interview, the name of the interviewee here has been changed to
respect his privacy. This interview has not yet been transcribed by the National
Library of Australia, so page numbers have not been included where the interview is
transcribed below. At the time this interview with Read and Huggins was recorded,
Mark was 27 years old. He had graduated with a degree in Environmental Science,
worked with the National Parks and Wildlife Service before teaching at an
Aboriginal College, and had then returned to university to complete a Master's
Degree.

Tacit identity

Considering his family background, Mark was very much a part of the multicultural
society developing in Australia in the 1980s. One of his sisters had married a
Nigerian man, while one of his brothers had married a Korean woman. In his words,
his family was made up of 'different mobs.' The family pattern had started with his
parents:
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Well Dad came across in 1955 and Mum had a friend that
was going out with a Maltese bloke, or was friend to a
Maltese bloke and when they all went out together then Mum
and Dad met and started going out after a while. And before
you know it, they got married - after a while. The parents that
Mum was adopted by didn't want her to marry him because
he wasn't a white Australian so - and that made them closer
because they were told not to go - because that's wrong,
you're not allowed to marry out of so and so race and that's
when she got stronger to want to marry him ('Mark', 1999).

Mark believed his mother's determination to marry despite her adopted parents
objections had been strengthened by her experiences as a child:
... and she knew she was different anyway because when she
was a little girl she was treated differently. And she was told
by [her brothers and sisters]... you know, you don't belong
with us you're from somewhere else and her parents were
blue-eyed blonde hair and she knew she had olive skin and
dark eyes, dark brown eyes, black hair, so she knew she was
different. And when there was family feuds and that, she was
told too, one of them writ' a message on a bit of toilet paper
and said you know, this is more or less you, this is you,
you're nothing more than gunna and you don't belong to us,
you're from somewhere else, you don't belong in this family,
you're - and eventually all these subtle messages come to her
head and she went to Link Up and she, you know, she
realised she was Aboriginal. But I mean, it's not easy for
people that's not grown up with their own community.

Mark's feelings about his mother's childhood and then his own are strongly evident
in the interview. There is a level of anger in what he relates, but the more dominant
emotion is simply pain. The hurt he feels on behalf of his mother may be a tool to
lessen his personal feelings of hurt. By the time he is relating his childhood in this
interview he is able to put his own feelings into context and has analysed them quite
extensively:
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Well I sort of realised I was different when I went to
school...because... I don't know if I could say a lot of racism,
but, because I don't want to compare to older generations
because they copped a lot of rubbish too, but enough to make
me feel ashamed of myself, and have low self-esteem and
feel ashamed of my father, to hate myself So that racism
done ...at school it done a lot of damage to me, it done a good
job to me. And even some of the teachers were cheeky and
that... and I thought it was because my father was Maltese...
and then later on I realised that I don't fit in with these
[white] fellas.
And I thought differently than them, even though I wished I
looked like them you know. I'm not ashamed to say that, that
I used to wish I looked like them fellas, that I was a real
white Australian. But that's because I hated who I was... As I
got older I sort of seen I was different, I looked at things
differently, I thought differently and I said to Mum, 'we're
different, I want you to go look, I think we're Aboriginal'
and she said 'Yeah that's right' and we went to Link Up.
The intuitive knowledge that Mark and his mother use tofigureout that they were
Aboriginal is something that draws commentfiromthe interviewers. It was not clear
to Mark how theyfiguredit out but he was sure they had not been told:
We both put our heads together and said, you know, two and
two is four... We don't look typically Aboriginal because
we're mixed in with other breeds and stuff, like, we worked it
out ourselves, you know, that we're different - and I think a
lot of people that arefiromthe stolen generation they realise
that they're, you know a round peg trying tofitinto a square
hole.
Was this simply a lucky guess? Were Mark and his mother searching for some sense
of identity because of feelings of isolation and exclusion and just fortunate to
discover an Aboriginal heritage? Or was there something particular in the way
people reacted to them that gave them a clue? Perhaps incidents like the toilet paper
form part of the tacit message given to Aboriginal people, even if a person is not
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actually aware of his or her Aboriginal identity. Mark's account would point away
from simple luck: 'two and two is four.'
It may have been luck, or we may have a strong example of tacit knowledge and
communication having a very explicit impact. Mark's situation gave him every
reason to explain any racism or racist attitudes he experienced in terms of his father's
Maltese background, but he didn't. We need to interpret this with the knowledge that
an Aboriginal heritage had become very important to Mark by the time he was
recording this interview. Nevertheless, it seems quite possible that without ever
explicitly stating the fact, Mark's mother's adopted family had managed to tell her
she was an Aborigine. If this is so, then it is a strong indication that we may be
sending messages to our Aboriginal students that we are completely unaware of

Community and Family

Despite the changes that have occurred in the area, Mark still sees the Western
Sydney suburb where he grew up as his community and recognises the impact his
community had on his personal development:
... growing up in ~ was good. Some of the things that
happened in school weren't good. But then again they shaped
who I am, even though they were negative they shaped who I
am and, you know, I've gotta accept that.'
Mark's state of mind during this interview is very fatalistic. He seems to have worked
very hard not to be angry with anything, so what we read here may not be indicative
of his feelings as a teenager. At the time of the interview, then, Mark recognises and
values his Maltese heritage:
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I don't not identify with my Maltese side because that's me
too. It's just that I have got more in common with being a
Murri than I have with being Maltese in my spirit so, that's
the path I took.
In contrast, Mark does not feel his brothers and sisters have been so positive about
their community or cultural backgrounds:
Well, I'm the youngest so... it's easier for me because I had
enough time to learn all the stuff that they didn't. So, they
found it very hard actually. They were changed and made to
look at Aboriginal people in a certain way as people in the
mainstream are, so when they found out that their mother's
Aboriginal they had negative stereotypes and perspectives
about Aboriginal people and that went back onto them.
Mark's belief that his different reaction to the discovery of his Aboriginal heritage
was because of his age does not seem particularly convincing given that he was
fifteen when he found out, which is certainly old enough to have entrenched racist
attitudes. Much more convincing is his belief that he felt a strong spiritual connection
to the Aboriginal heritage:
I mean, when people at school found out that I was, you
know my mother's Aboriginal then I got both sides, ethnic
side and Aboriginal side. They stirred me up and give it to
me that way. But because I was very close to the Aboriginal
side, it had a spiritual connection to me, it didn't worry me.
And that's when I started to change from hating myself and
hating other people and being a racist, because I admit I was
racist, to learning about Murri way, and starting to accept the
way I am and accept my father and accepting there's a
different way of doing things. But because I was the youngest
I had that opportunity but my elder brother and sisters they
didn't have that opportunity so they looked at things a bit
differently.
The biggest impact of learning of his Aboriginal identity seems to have been a very
positive influence in the affective domain. Mark has found his identity to be a source
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of Spiritual comfort and to be personally affirming, even where some of his family
have foimd it embarrassing. Mark had an aunt, for example, who was also adopted
but did not want to know anything about being Aboriginal. Although his siblings
have come to accept their Aboriginal heritage, Mark still feels they see it differently
to him:
Well now they accept who they are and they say, you know,
they're Aboriginal but they'll say 'We're Aboriginal but we're
from the mixed heritage,' whereas me I just say I'm Murri
because its culturalist, to me it's not a genetic thing it's
culturalism.
The affective support Mark gainsfromhis Aboriginal identity needs to be
highlighted because it stands in dramatic contrast to the assimilationist assumptions
that we have seen in the milieu studies. To Mark, being Aboriginal is not simply not
a negative, it is something that has tumed his life around and given it purpose.
His newfound purpose, though, has not caused him great bitterness. Mark says he
respects his adopted grandparents, understanding that they hadn't understood all the
aspects of adopting his mother and that they had just wanted a baby. He does not stay
in touch with the rest of their family though and they seem almost irrelevant to him.
His mother's biological parents were dead by the time they went to Link Up.

School

Mark has a markedly ambivalent view of his schooling. He was sensitive enough to
notice the different ways different teachers related to him:
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Yeah there was one [teacher] who encouraged me when we
found out that we - found out that, you know, that we were
part of stolen generation. He was a history teacher and he
said 'you know, that's good, and you should be proud of who
you are and you want to keep on chasin' your, you know,
your cultural heritage' - and that was good to know...
There was other teachers what stuck out, but not because it
was a black and white thing but because they had good
wisdom to share, that's why. And when I was in primary
school, I mean, there was some stuck out for the bad reasons,
you know, told me I was dirty and all that. Which really hurt
my feelings but when you're, you know, six or seven years
old and the teacher says dirty and you wash then it sort of
knocks you around a bit... And that's not, she didn't know I
was Aboriginal, she just looked at me because I was different
to all the rest of the kids, because at that time it was mostly,
you know, western European or Anglo-Celtic majority in the
school. And those who would look different, no matter what
breed they was, they suffered the brunt of the others. Teasing
them, stuff like that.
His mixed reaction would appear to reflect the mixed messages he received from
different teachers. He was very aware of blatant racism but was equally pleased to
recognise the wisdom some teachers had to share. It is certainly a very different
account of the school experience than Erin had to tell.

Sport

Sport has been one area where non-Aboriginal Australians have been most willing to
recognise Aboriginal talent. Mark, who has had some success in the sport of
weightlifting, reflected on the positive influence sport has had on other parts of his
hfe:
Well at school, I never really, when I was in primary school
and high school I never really got into the sport that much.
Because I never had any good self esteem. I always thought,
you know, that I was less than other people. I played sport,

Mark

you know, I played soccer forfiveor six years with a club,
and, stuff like that, but I never really got into sport until I
started to get to year eleven and twelve and started to leave
school. That's when I started boxing, I done kick-boxing and
played only a little bit of football. I started doing
weightlifting.
And that was good because I needed sport at that time, I was
going off the rails a bit...otherwise I would have been
somewhere that probably wouldn't be very good, I suppose,
maybe in gaol. Because I was carrying a lot of hatred.
Enough hatred to do some bad things to people. And it was in
myself and it was eatin' me away. And I was havin' an
identity crisis and stuff like thatfrombeing Aboriginal and
non-Aborigmal and, you know, having that mixture, and I
wasn't going through a good period. And a couple of other
things in my life that happened to me when I was younger
sort of all come together and I was, you know, on the outside
I wasrightbut on the inside I was, I was pretty black.
The use of 'black' here, refers to his mood and not his identity, and it gives us a
much clearer idea of his state of mind as a teenager and of the affective result Hving
in a racist environment can have on a young man. The principal importance of sport
here seems to be in providing purpose and a more positive and rewarding context for
effort. For example, sport gave Mark an opportunity to mix comfortably with other
Aboriginal kids:
I remember one time we were playing cricket, and we were
all, I think there was only me and another mate - he was
Timorese ... there was all us black fellas there and me, you
know I was the fair one, 'cause they were allfromBourke
and Bree'. I knew I was no different. I said I'm the same as
these fellas. But they called me wog fella but you know that's
allright,it didn't worry me.
Work and culture
At the time of this interview Mark was completing a Master's degree. He had
decided that instead 'of having a Masters that's just useless, that's just a book on a
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shelf for someone to read, just benefiting myself to get a piece of paper,' to instead
create a keeping place for contemporary cultural artefacts. His selection of artefacts
was not limited to traditional stuff and was intended to 'do something that's worth it,
for the community.' It included paintings, posters on topics including bush food, the
stolen generation, contemporary Aboriginal aspirations and caring forrivers.The
project also included developing a series of workshops to be used with the collection
when it was taken into different communities and also into schools. In putting the
collection together, Mark had chosen not to cover deaths in custody because he
wanted to stick to positive topics. However, he had found it impossible to get away
from the 'stolen generation stuff. Mark intended to travel with his collection and
was hoping others would too. He was even hoping to have white fellas along 'as long
as they're willing to learn it properly, show respect.'
The reason behind the project was a need Mark felt in the community. He thinks a lot
of Aboriginal people take their culture for granted and while some older people were
willing to share their knowledge, many people in the community do not share their
knowledge. In taking on this project, Mark had taken on a significant level of
responsibility for what he saw as the important purpose of cultural transmission.
In taking on this responsibility, Mark had given a lot of thought to the situation of
Aboriginal people in contemporary society. He was worried about leaders and
teachers, both black and white, teaching about race relations purelyfroma radical
discourse. This, he felt, promoted an 'us and them' attitude, just like the English
settlers were into 'us and them.' Mark also believed that a number of people were on
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the 'gravy train' and benefitingfiromthe 'Aboriginal industry' at the expense of their
own people. This had led him to resign from his teaching position in an Aboriginal
learning establishment. In his view, some Aboriginal people were being kept
illiterate to ensure that the money kept coming in. Mark makes some very serious
charges here, and even if he is overstating the case, it shows the possibility that
Aboriginal people themselves may sometimes be supporting a system that leads to
Aboriginal disadvantage.

In the interview Read took up the issue of what 'identity' meant and Mark uses it as
an opportunity to further his critique of the radical discourse:
Read: If it's not them and us, well it's just us then. And if it's
just us, then you all go off and marry white girls and white
boys, and they're going to marry white boys. And in three
generations [Aborigines are] not going to be here. Is that a
problem to you or is that something you'd like to see?
Mark: Well I don't think it's about black and white. I mean,
look at me, I'm not black... I'm olive, that's about it...
Read: You're a very proud Murri though.
Mark: but yeah, I believe in my religion... old Murri ways... I
don't think it's about going on and marrying someone else,
it's what you're learning... [Aborigines teaching from a
radical perspective, though] their mentality was 'them and
us' in the sense that they wanted to get something. They used
the pain that was inflicted on Aboriginal people to get
something... When you're teaching hatred...

Mark's reflections on this issue have obviously been extensive and he does not
simply criticise but tells how his own thinking had changed:
I used to think like that, and all it done was nearly made me
kill myself... that's not good... but if you learn in a positive
way, then you don't hate yourself, and you don't hate others.
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Because that's what turns the cycle of hatred... there's this
mentality that there's a difference between their suffering and
mine...
And that's what you gotta avoid when you're teaching
younger, sharing knowledge with younger Aboriginal people
about our history. Don't do it in a negative way. Because my
Mum don't hate people and my Mum went through bigger
problems than me. My old uncle there, he's seen... a lot of
bad things you know. He could tell you stories that'd make
your blood curdle. And other stories that uncle knows, it
makes you feel it inside. How could human beings do this to
each other? But teaching history with hatred makes you want
to go and do that to somebody else.
But we all gotta live 'ere in this country. Black, white,
brindle. And if we're goin' to live here then we gotta live
here together, as one mob. Accept each other's good and bad
and try to make a day when all the kids go to school and they
learn about each other's culture. And they can all talk a bit of
each others lingo and be able to share and say 'We're
Australian and we've got a history of forty-thousand years'.
You know, 'cause that's their culture too. They're a part of
this land, this land is giving them life.
Mark clearly articulates an educational position that pushes aside a radical reaction to
racism and assimilationism and seeks tofindnew ground that is accepting of each
other's good and bad. Such willingness to share is not uncommon in the Aboriginal
community.

Interlude: Football
Searching for a breakfi-omscience class on a warm and sunny Friday afternoon, we
headed out to the sportsfieldsto 'study' projectile motion by kicking a football
around. Ken, who in the end didn't quite make it to the end of year 12, loved to play
with the footy and to show off his skills. To my shock, but not my surprise, this
included taking a 'specky' off the teacher's shoulders.
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'A waste of talent,' said the school's AFL cx)ach, 'Such natural skill but a total lack
of commitment.' Ken was a skilful player but his attitude to organised training left a
lot to be desired, and not only at school. Ken had been selected to play in the first
grade team at the local football club at the young age of sixteen but had been
droppedfromthe team for failing to attend training too often. All of this was very
frustrating for the staff of the school. Ken was no scholar, but he seemed determined
not to succeed in football where he did have some talent and potential. I guess that at
least in our minds, AFL seemed to offer a way out of the poverty cycle of rural
Aboriginal communities in the way basketball is a reputed way out of poverty in
America. So why, we wondered, was he so uninterested?
Our Aboriginal Education Assistant, who played quite a bit of football himself, made
an interesting comment after another teacher had been talking about Ken's 'natural
skill'. The AEA, in his usual understated manner, observed that it was 'amazing how
much natural skill a bloke has after he's been playing with the footy for hours a day
since he could walk'. A quick trip out to the mission would show the truth in what he
was saying. There seemed to be a footyflyingaroundfromthe early morning until
well after dark. Nintendo was for town kids. Even if they could afford them, the kids
on the mission just were not into computer games.
I think that what we teachers failed to see was that for Ken, footy was more like a
computer game than a career option. He enjoyed kicking, marking, running and
tackling. A game of football was simply an opportunity to do these things. He
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enjoyed taking the difficult mark or picking up the awkwardly bouncing ball while
running at full pace and kicking a goal, but what went on the scoreboard was not
really that important to him. This was foreign to most of the teaching staff who
understood a different approach to sport, an approach where the practice of the skill
was a means to an end, and not an end in themselves. Ken played with a football
because he enjoyed it, not because he wanted to be a 'footballer*.
The observations recorded here are just about Ken. This is not intended as a
representation of a distinctly 'Aboriginal' approach to sport. For every Aboriginal
kid like Ken there may be ten who desperately want to go all the way to the top and
make it there through hard work and dedication. Certainly there are more Aboriginal
players in the AFL than would be expected considering their proportion of the
population. Equally, Ken's approach to his football may be quite typical. Be it rare or
typical, this story is an example of how teachers can fail to understand the
motivations of their students. In this case, most of us linked talent and opportunity in
our terms and not in our student's terms.
There are far more famous footballers that white Australiafindequally hard to
understand: in 2001 Andrew Walker abscondedfromthe Australian Rugby Union
side twice because he had family issues to deal with; similarly Dean Rioli cited
'family matters' as a reason for missing thefirstfew rounds of the 2002 AFL season.
Writing about these and a long Hst of similar examples, Robert Drane explained that:
Words have failed to tell us what these actions signify. This
is because they tend to point to motives that we understand,
but are inadequate to describe real causes. Underpinning
these words are European assumptions about 'commitment,'
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'fame' and 'fortune,' to which we default when explanations
fail. These words mean something different to an Aborigine...
If we were to give both parties - Aboriginal and the rest - a
way to depict these ideas without words, both the medium
and the message would be unrecognisable to the other party
(Drane, 2002, p. 91).
Drane goes on by drawing attention to the way the press linked Andrew Walker's
surname to the idea of the 'going walkabout' and points out that 'going walkabout' is
white man's terminology. The idea of the 'Aboriginal walkabout' is indeed a white
man's construction and a broadly inaccurate explanation of behaviour the early
settlers did not understand. Despite the inaccuracy, the idea has persisted and
remains a very 'valid' explanation for Walker's actions.
The idea of 'commitment' is interesting here. To the average non-Indigenous reader
of the newspaper stories about Walker leaving the Wallabies, it is very easy to
believe that he was showing a lack of commitment to his team and that such a lack of
commitment was not surprisingfroman Aborigine. It is much harder for the nonIndigenous reader to interpret Walker's actions as showing a strong commitment to
family. It is hard to understand how he could possiblyriskan international rugby
career, with all its attendant fame and fortune, because he needed to see his family in
a hurry. The difficulty in understanding this is because most white people believe
that one's commitment to career and work will outweigh family demands excepting
in dire emergencies. This is not necessarily a case of self before family as many
people prioritise work out of a sense of duty to their family. Whatever the reason
though, most of us, in most cases, will assume that commitment to career should be
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very strong and find it difficult to accept that someone might let apparently trivial
matters interfere with career.
Of course what constitutes a 'dire emergency' as against a 'trivial matter' is usually a
matter of individual judgement and cannot be predicted simply on a person's cultural
background. What we can expect is that different cultures will emphasise different
things as important.

Building theory: Lifeworlds and schools
James Gee is an American educational theorist with a particular interest in the
relationship between school education and the capitalist work structure. Gee has put
the position that concerns over how schools have failed studentsfromminority
groups should be, and are, being replaced by concerns that schools are failing most
of the students (Gee, 2000). Gee's basis for this statement of failure is in
psychologist Howard Gardner's (1991) work andfindingsthat schools are not
correcting the 'folk' theories students bring to school. The majority of students are
not becoming experts in anything.
According to Gee, schools are moving to reflect the needs of the 'new capitaHst
order' and create 'portfolio' people. This new work order requires minds that are
adaptable and innovative, that can solve problems and work in distributed rather than
hierarchical systems (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996). Gee, and others supporting his
critique, are not against the cultivation of these skills, but are calling for the
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motivations for emphasising these skills to be including in our conversations. There
is a concern that a sense of the inevitable has crept into education and that we are not
teaching our students to critique what is happening in society:
Our reformed schools, with new cognivitist curricula, are set
to produce 'portfolio people' who can think 'critically', that is,
engage in 'higher order thinking', but not 'critiquely', if I may
coin a word, that is, unable to understand and critique
systems of power and injustice in a world that they will see as
simply economically 'inevitable' (Gee et al., 1996, p. 62).
Without deliberate thought on why we are doing what we are doing, the connection
between school and the life-worlds of our students is becoming quite irregular. It is
harder and harder to answer the age-old student question of 'where are we ever going
to use this in the real world?' Schools are moving to working within a particular
discourse, they are adopting a particular culture involving a set of values, beliefs,
words, tools, social practices and social positions. According to Gee, what schools
are failing to do is to socialise the majority of students into this discourse. Those who
are able to use schools effectively are those who are socialised into the school
discourse outside of school.
At a postgraduate level, Mark rejected what the education system had on offer. The
set form thesis he found to be 'useless' for his personal and his community needs. In
the interview, Mark shows the ability, and perhaps the gift, to critique the 'system'
and his place in it. Using this ability he was fortunate to be able to negotiate an
alternative way to work, while staying within our university credentialing system.
But how common is this? How common is it at an undergraduate or a secondary
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school level? What courage does it take to enter into the negotiation in the first
place?

Maintaining the emphasis on difference that has been building over the previous
chapters, Mark is very different to Erin in his motivations and purpose. In his case
there are very different links in his purpose to the spiritual link he feels to Aboriginal
or Murri ways, and to the role he sees for himself in the Indigenous community.
However, reading from the theoretical position put by Gee, the pedagogical concerns
and broader policy concerns that Mark's case raise need not be raciaUsed. Mark does
not see a master's thesis as useless because he is an Aborigine. We must add the
steps. Mark sees a master's thesis as useless because it does not meet his purpose and
his needs. The fact that his purpose and needs are derived from being an Aborigine is
important, but it is really a separate issue.

CONCLUSION
Colonial and anti-colonial approaches
Broad themes for equity research have been long estabhshed in the field of gifted
education in Australia. At least as far back as 1985 Eddie Braggett was arguing that
A close analysis of the Australian situation indicates that the
espoused values in most schools reflect and foster those of
the majority and, unless children exhibit particular forms of
behaviour, they are not considered to be gifted and talented
(Braggett, 1985, p. 3).
In this analysis, Braggett found that the dominant middle class group found it
difficult to accept cultures of 'poverty' that may not be competitive or concerned
with remote goals, that may involve aggression and violence as a normal experience,
or that may show an apparent indifference to the values of schools.

At this time Braggett nominated a number of issues when considering the education
of gifted children from populations with special needs. These included identification,
environment, programs, support systems, and research and evaluation. The work
reported over the previous six chapters contributes to an improved understanding of
the environment of the education of gifted Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students, first by examining the environment of ideas, and then by exploring some of
the experiences of three Aboriginal people who have lived in that environment.

This conclusion returns to the organising theme of changes in policy development for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education at a national level, in order to more
explicitly articulate some of the details of the environment in which Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples have been, and are still being, educated. As has been
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noted, the general socio-economic conditions for Indigenous people in Australia have
been well studied in many fields and in numerous government investigations and
such details have not been considered here.

What is of concern here is to detail some of the underlying ideology, mentality or
discourse that is at least as significant a part of the educational environment as socioeconomic conditions. There are many theoretical positions available to support the
importance of the study of collective mental phenomena, variously describing such
phenomena as 'discourse,' 'ideology,' 'world-view' and by a number of other labels.
The specific position referred to earlier in this thesis was that of the Annales School
social historian Georges Duby who held that a person's 'behaviour is shaped not so
much by their real condition as by their usually untruthful image of that condition'
(Duby, 1985, p. 151).

The language of the post-modem theorists is more familiar than that of the Annales
School in research in education. Their concept of 'discourse' as being composed of
'ways of talking, listening, reading, writing, acting, interacting, believing, valuing
and using tools and objects, in particular settings and at particular times, so as to
display or to recognise a particular social identity' (Gee et al., 1996, p. 10) is also
particularly useful here. However, when used in the context of Indigenous education,
post-structuralist theory has often been used to develop a series of essentially
unresolvable problematics (McConaghy, 1994). The post-structuralist rendering of
the racial division of political and other interests, for example, has created
unanswered and possibly anaswerable questions about what conditions, if any, exist
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for deciding 'appropriate' political or policy positions or 'correct' representations of
Indigenous people (p. 82). Some of this can be overcome by adopting the Annales
position that behaviour will be shaped by one's image of one's condition, regardless
of its similarity or difference to reality.
In the context of education we do resolve these problems. Faced with the reality of
students in our classrooms, we do not have the luxury of endlessly debating modes of
representation. Or at least when we do engage in a continuing debate, we are forced
to act at intermediate points in the debate. This makes the inclusion of the notion of
'particular settings and particular time' an especially useful element of the definition
of discourse noted above. In any society there is a large number of ways of 'talking,
listening, reading, writing, acting, interacting, believing, valuing and using tools and
objects,' each competing for dominance, or even just for space to be expressed. The
theoretical traditions mentioned so far essentially offer two ways of describing this.
Some theorists have referred to these different and often competing elements as
mentalities, or mentalité in the French (Le Goff, 1985), which contribute to an
overall ideology or discourse. The other language available refers to a number of
available discourses each shaping a dominant discourse. The differences in these
theoretical traditions are not important for the present purpose and the language of
each will be used almost interchangeably.

Policy
The 1985 statement by the National Aboriginal Education Committee (NAEC) and
the 1995 statement by the Taskforce for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
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Education provide the particular setting of the principle Indigenous Education policy
advisory group at two particular times. This creates an opportunity to explore the
nature of the mentalities that were shaping the dominant discourse at each of these
times. A consideration of the material found in the first three chapters allowed for
speculation on some of the mentalities that were possible in that environment. By
tracing changes to the dominant discourses we were able to see some of the
competing mentalities coming to the fore and playing an actual role in events.

There were no revolutionary changes to the mentalities underlying approaches to
Indigenous education between 1985 and 1995. What can be found when comparing
the two statements is really a number of fairly subtle changes in emphasis. It is likely
that the same set of discourses were 'available' in the formation of each document.
There is actually significant continuity in the overall discourse, with some of the
competing mentaUties or ideas having a greater influence at one point, and a lesser
influence at another.

Continuity and change

The one unambiguous point of continuity between the 1985 and 1995 statements is
the objective of increasing the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people employed in education and training. Apparently all of the available discourses
reach a position that it is desirable to have greater numbers of Aboriginal people
employed in the delivery of educational services. What is not clear at the surface
level of these documents is what these teachers should do when they get into schools.
Is an Aboriginal person teaching a non-Aboriginal curriculum and employing non-
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Indigenous modes of pedagogy an Aboriginal teacher, or a teacher who happens to
be an Aborigine? In the context of the other goals and priorities, it is possible to
speculate that what was wanted in 1985 was Aboriginal teachers, by 1995 the goal
may simply have been teachers who were Aboriginal.

Another point of basic continuity was the desire for Aboriginal Studies to be taught
to all Australian children. Apparently lost in the later document, though, is the goal
that 'Australia as a whole become aware of its Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
heritage and history' and any notion that Aboriginal studies should become the core
of further cross-cultural studies (National Aboriginal Education Committee, 1985, p.
5). This may reflect a belief that that heritage and history had become better known,
although it seems unlikely that it actually had. The change is once again quite subtle.
In 1995 Aboriginal Studies is not being promoted assertively as a central feature of
the curriculum but simply as an element that really needs to be there, somewhere.

The first point of significant difference that can be found is between the 1985 goal
that 'Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people be given the responsibility for
planning and implementing policies on Aboriginal education,' and the 1995 priority
to 'estabUsh effective arrangements for the participation of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples in education decision-making.' This is a significant and far
less subtle change in the direction of the policy advice. A push for self-management
had been abandoned and replaced by the more limited objective of simply gaining
more effective influence in the mainstream process of educational policy making.
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Seemingly reflecting the same shift in mentality was a related change in emphasis
awayfromthe educational practices of schools and onto the participation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. In 1985, the goals included that
'educational programs be developed using Aboriginal learning styles accompanied
by appropriate pedagogy,' that 'Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education be a
process that builds on our cultural heritage and world-view,' and that 'Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander education lead to personal development and the acquisition of
the skills and learning needed for Australia today.' By 1995 the priorities had
become to 'ensure equitable access for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
to education and training services,' to 'ensure participation of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander students in education and training,' and also to 'ensure equitable and
appropriate educational achievement for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students.'
This last priority could be read as a point of continuity with the 1985 goals but
'equitable and appropriate' can easily be interpreted as identical to other students.
Identical outcomes may have been what all participants wanted. The way of arriving
at identical outcomes, however, may be very differentfroma process building upon
'our cultural heritage and world-view' and certainly need not require the use of
'appropriate pedagogy.' The word 'appropriate' seems important here. The question
its usage raises is who gets to determine what is appropriate?
Also notable is a new priority in 1995 of providing community development training
services specifically including 'English literacy and numeracy' training for
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Indigenous adults. Recognising a need to provide educational support services to
adults as well as to children is most important. The generally poor level of these
skills amongst Indigenous adults readily explains the focus on literacy and numeracy.
The choice of these skills amongst all the 'skills and learning needed for Australia
today' though, is value laden. The extensive and ongoing debate over the appropriate
use of language in schools does raise the question of whether a focus on Standard
English literacy comes at the expense of Indigenous language forms and culture.
The Taskforce prioritisation of the goals of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Education Policy and the changes described above are indicative of the
dominant ideology or discourse relating to Aboriginal education moving into the
1990s. Some features to be found in these policy changes include: a move away from
Aboriginal people being represented as self-capable; a quite genuine wish to see
Aboriginal people reach the same socio-economic levels as other Australians
including similar health and educational outcomes; a declining level of responsibility
felt by the community as a whole towards the preservation of Aboriginal cultures
resulting in a reduced emphasis on the role of formal education in minority cultural
preservation; and a significantly greater policy focus on access and participation
replacing the previous emphasis on curriculum and pedagogy. The reasons for these
changes can be found in the changing positionings of the mentalities observed in the
milieu studies section of this thesis.
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Neo-colonial ways of thinking in a post-colonial Australia?
The mentalities asserting themselves in the 1980s and 1990s can be found in the
milieu of ideas we have seen through investigatiag the written histories, ABC
television as a form of public history and memory, the Koori Mail and The
Aboriginal Child at School. To more fully understand the ways of thinking about the
education of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in this period one needs to
recognise that they were all preceded by the colonial discourse that had led to
policies such as protection and assimilation. The post-colonial mentalities were, in
part, forming in reaction to the reality that a distinctly Aboriginal culture had actually
survived the colonial period. This Indigenous culture had taken many different forms
in many different places, but it had survived which was at odds with the logical
outcome of the colonial assumption that assimilation was complete and largely
successful, except in some remote parts of the continent.
Responses to the fact of survival have taken a number of forms that, if only to
simplify explanation, can be collected together into a number of 'available
discourses' (McConaghy, 1994). In broad terms, the ways of thinking underpinning
the material foimd in the Koori Mail could be described as radical in that it sought to
reverse the colonial power relationships and have Aboriginal people in control of
their own educational affairs. This mentality clearly dominated the NAEC goals of
1985. Some of the written history to emerge in the 1980s could also be characterised
as radical although thefieldwas dominated by a more liberal view of the world that
recognised the continuing existence of Aboriginal culture but narrated it as 'other.'
The Uberal discourse does notfindsignificant interface between Indigenous and nonIndigenous cultures.
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Much of the history prior to the 1980s and the public representations of history found
on television well into the 1980s and beyond were really based on a continuing
colonial mentality in which Aboriginal people had been assimilated into mainstream
society. It is this way of thinking that was at the heart of Stanner's 'great Australian
silence'. This neo-colonial way of thinking seems not to have been seriously
challenged by the radical scholarship and political action of the 1970s and early
1980s and can be found in the public debate of the 1990s and is reflected in the
changes in policy development addressed here.
Characterising all of the possible mentalities or ways of thinking into these few
available discourses is crude but it is useful. A further reduction of the level of
explanation of the complexities and interactions of the history of ideas around the
education of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people would be both fascinating
and far more accurate than the simplified groupings of radical, liberal and neocolonial. Reduction, however, can be endless and leaves possible connections to
pedagogy and curriculum difficult to find. The available discourses used here should
be taken as a possibly clumsy tool used to explain the material being considered.
Using this rudimentary explanatory combination then, what we see dominating the
NAEC Hst of goals in Aboriginal education is based in the radical mentality shared
by the members of the committee. The dominant way of thinking about power
relations among this group of Aboriginal educators was to seek self-management and
self-determination. This way of thinking is easily identified in the Koori Mail in the
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1990s. However, this radical mentality was not the dominant discourse in
mainstream society, even in the 1980s when the NAEC was able to promote it from
an officially sanctioned position.
The dominant political discourse in relation to Aboriginal Affairs in the 1970s and
early 1980s is better characterised as a liberal discourse. The liberal way of thinking
accepted the continuing existence of Aboriginal people and represented or narrated
them as 'other.' This liberal approach both allowed and supported the public
articulation of the more radical ideas, essentially because that was 'their' business.
The right and just thing to do was to stay out of 'their' business as much as possible.
The liberal mentality was and is a relatively easy post-colonial position to take.
Instead of simply denying the continuing existence of an Indigenous culture, liberal
thinking can allow that culture to exist and support itsrightto determine its own
affairs and still not have to engage it in any meaningful way (Forbes-Harper, 1996).
By the late 1980s the ascendancy of the liberal/radical mentality in Aboriginal affairs
was failing. As the radical critique of race relations gained ground within public
debate, it became clear that mainstream and Aboriginal Australia did need to engage
each other in meaningful ways. At a practical level the distressingly poor life
conditions of many Aboriginal people were simply not improving or going away and
the issue of landrightswas increasingly forcing the engagement. At a more symbolic
level, the move towards self-determination implied a criticism not just of the colonial
past but also of current practices and attitudes. Perhaps the largest failing of the
liberal/radical dichotomy was the expectation that the liberal post-colonial way of
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thinking had actually replaced more deep-seated colonial mentalities. As Marcia
Langton suggested: 'Australians do not know how to relate to Aboriginal people.
They relate to stories told by former colonists' (Langton, 1993, p. 33).
Colonial mentalities had not disappeared in the face of liberal ones. They had played
a less significant role in public debate and public policy but they were still there and
can be readily seen in the presentation of Indigenous people on television reported in
chapter two and in much of the formal history up until the 1980s reported in chapter
one. These ways of thinking were reemerging by the late 1980s and can be seen to
have had a greater influence in the development of Aboriginal education policy in the
1990s.
It is here, then, that wefindthe roots of approaches to the education of gifted
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in the 1990s. The neo-colonial
discourse differsfiromearlier versions of colonialism in that it is less openly racist.
Nobody will explicitly articulate the idea that Aborigines are inferior, but on the
other hand, Aboriginal people are not accepted as competent and a form of
paternalism has reemerged as a feature of public and educational policy. This
construction of Aborigines as less than capable was a continuing feature of the way
they were represented on televisionfirom1958 - 1988. We saw, for example, the
Queensland Government's carefiil construction of the people of Aurukun as
incapable of conducting their own affairs in local government, we saw many
representations of Aboriginal people as primitive forms of ourselves and,
significantly, Aborigmal people were often constructed as a 'problem people.'
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In this neo-colonial way of thinking, Aborigines have gained arightto maintain their
identity as Aboriginal people but ideas of educational equity have tended to focus on
access to mainstream curriculum and pedagogy. The primary way of meaningfully
dealing with the distressing statistics on Aboriginal health, education and poverty is
essentially to return to a form of assimilationism. The underlying assumption of the
best outcome for Aboriginal people is still assimilationist. Cultural preservation is
not actively opposed but it is not to be the business of formal education.
In the classroom, the outcome of this way of thinking is that while our policy
documents instruct us to provide for gifted Indigenous students (New South Wales
Department of School Education, 1991,1996) wefindit difficult to accept different
cultural renderings of gifledness andfindit particularly hard to consider anything
other than what our Indigenous students cannot do. Behind our policy development
and underlying our pedagogical practice are understandings that we have learnt fi^om
the formal and public constructions of history, we have learnedfi-omtelevision and
we have learnedfiromthe Australian milieu that Aboriginal people are deviant, lack
the skills needed to cope in 'real' society, that their culture has survived but is of
only trivial importance and that we have a moral responsibility to help make them
more like us. This may not be the best basis for approaching the education of gifted
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

Conclusion

Post-colonial and anti-colonial living
Despite the difficulties created by the environment of ideas, some Indigenous people
have found ways of successfully developing their gifts. The life stories of three such
individuals were considered in the second section of this thesis. In these stories we
canfindthe basis for better approaches to educating our gifted Indigenous students,
and probably many other students as well.
In the story of Erin we found a young woman whose life story would give those
workingfromwithin a liberal discourse great heart. At the same time wefinda
young woman who is able to articulate a radical ideology with great detail, if not
great conviction. Erin is someone who has clearly taken great pride in her Aboriginal
heritage and, at the same time, has been able to take advantage of the opportunities
the mainstream educational system has offered her. This is almost the definition of
success for an Aboriginal person when readfromwithin a liberal discourse. From the
radical perspective such as that identified in the Koori Mail, however, Erin would be
narrated as having been 'assimilated.' Her storyfitswith others such as Sally
Morgan, the author of My Place, about whom Mudrooroo observed:
In books like My Place, there is no message of any
separatism, or really any political identity of a dynamic
nature; rather, we are in the realm of identity for the sake of
one's wholeness, a new age phenomenon which seems to suit
some. In My Place, therefore, identity is or seems to be
something waiting to be discovered (Mudrooroo, 1997, p.
197).
As educators, however, we cannot dismiss the Aboriginality of students like Erin.
Even for an Aboriginal person who does not relate her Aboriginality to a dynamic
political identity, identity is likely to play a dynamic role in her life. In Erin's case,
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Aboriginality may not have had a dramatic influence over her purpose and
knowledge as it had for, say, Aden Ridgeway but it had clearly played an important
role in her affective development.
One way that this affective importance of identity can influence the other parts of the
life of someone like Erin is through the expectations that others place on the identity,
regardless of the person. A gifted or successful Aboriginal person can be subjected to
very strong expectationsfroma number of places. Erin was clearly aware of an
expectation of a number of people within the Aboriginal community that she should
use her training as a speech pathologist to help the Aboriginal conmiunity. She did
not seem overly pressured by this expectation, but it was there and it would not have
been an issue at all for most of her non-Indigenous classmates. The expectations that
can be placed on gifted Aboriginal students do not come exclusivelyfromthe
Aboriginal community. The short interlude on the footballer, Ken, is an excellent
example of how non-Aboriginal teachers can also impose their expectations on a
student based primarily on his race. From the perspective of his teachers. Ken had
the opportunity to do something 'better' with his life and it was almost offensive that
he was not choosing to do so.
What we are seeing in these expectations is a form of 'culturalism,' or a tendency to
always put 'cultural difference' before any other consideration that needs to be
recognised in our approaches to the education of gifted Indigenous students,
McConaghy (2000) has outlined a long tradition of this culturalist approach in
Australian education. What we find in Erin's story is a rejection of this tradition. We
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find an example of how the line between the Indigenous other and the nonIndigenous self is not always that clear-cut. In the literature we have found a need to
allow room in our thinking for our Aboriginal students to be different and other and
not simply represent them as poor reflections of our non-Aboriginal students. In
Erin's and Ken's stories wefinda similar need to be able to interpret our Aboriginal
students' knowledge and ways of knowing as essentially the same, as self, and not
assume and even require difference because of race.
The stories of Mark and of Aden Ridgeway each contain powerfiil, somewhat
disturbing and very different examples expectations based on race. Ridgeway's
experience of getting a job seems to be the classic example of assimilationist
thinking overcoming good sense. In this story, Ridgeway had provided a detailed
account of the type of work that interested him and had been offered almost the
antithesis of that description. Similar things may happen to non-Aboriginal
jobseekers but against a long history of assimilation policies guiding Aboriginal men
into manual labour and Aboriginal women into domestic service the motivations here
must be questioned. In his later career in the public service, the New South Wales
Land Council and the Commonwealth Senate, Ridgeway has demonstrated himself
to be not simply a capable but outstanding poUtical organiser and manager. Were
these skills very late to develop or was the employment assistance program he
initially accessed unable to identify the type of skills he possessed? There is every
reason to read this story as an example of a system geared to assume that a young
Aboriginal man is only suited to low skill manual labour.
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Ridgeway's recollections of his schooling also provide examples of expectation
being linked to race such as the science teacher isolating and punishing him for
forgetting his textbook when the other students who had committed the same offence
were let off. He was also aware of a feeling among his teachers and his peers that he
was getting special treatment, that things were being made easier for him, because he
was Aboriginal,
The tacit and articulated messages Mark attributed to his Aboriginal identity are of a
more directly racist nature such as being told how dirty he was. Mark's reaction to
these messages has been to develop a very strong sense of identity linked to his
Aboriginal heritage but he tells of other members of his family who, to a greater or
lesser extent, have simply rejected their Aboriginal heritage. The negative image of
Aboriginality in contemporary Australia has led them to simply deny any real
connection.
These are stories of mixed messages. On the one hand these two men are given the
very clear assimilationist view that the only meaningful type of success is
mainstream success. On the other hand they are equally aware of the message that, as
Aboriginal people, their options for success will be limited. If Erin's story
demonstrates a liberal/radical culturalism, then Mark's and Ridgeway's stories
demonstrate the continuing life of an assimilationist form of culturalism. It is a form
of culturalism that Ridgeway described eloquently in suggesting that:
Black Australians do not labour under an incapacity to
become AustraUan but under an incapacity of other
Australians to recognise black capacity and worth
(Ridgeway, 1997).
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Erin's story is interestingfromthe perspective of providing an insight into how
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal mentalities can work to inform each other. During the
interview, Erin details a number of explanations for the conditions of contemporary
Aboriginal life thatfitsquarely within a radical discourse. At the same time she was
explicitly aware that she had not developed these understandingsfromher own
experience but had learned them principally at university. This seem to be a personal
version and example of the way a dominant liberal discourse can allow the
articulation of a compartmentalised radical discourse. In this personal case, Erin
narrates her life storyfromwithin a liberal discourse. This allows her to articulate
strongly radical ideas and understandings without the need to assume a 'political
identity of a dynamic nature.'
Ridgeway and Mark narrate their Hfe storiesfroma quite different position and in
response to a different perception of the environment of ideas around them. Unable
to simply accept the neo-colonial or assimilationist discourse they have had to deal
with, both of these men tell of working to create not simply a post-colonial, but an
anti-colonial space in which to live and work. To do this they have consciously
rejected much of their schooling and re-negotiated their position in mainstream
Austraha in their own terms, as opposed to the terms available to them through
school.
For Ridgeway, the process of re-negotiation involved a career path through the New
South Wales public service. He took a path that allowed him to develop an
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understanding of government in order to achieve the sorts of things he wished to
achieve. For Mark the re-negotiation involvedfindinga university that would allow
him thefireedomto present his work in an unusual, although hopefiilly more useful,
format. The lives these men have created are anti-colonial in the sense that they have
moved beyond cultural difference being thefirstconsideration in how they live. They
have not simply fallen into a radical discourse and sought to invert power
relationships that are still being defined in colonial racial terms. Instead they have
embraced cultural difference as a part of their lives to be considered alongside other
elements in the milieu of ideas and understandings that they live in.
Both men have rejected the dominant construction of Aboriginality as 'problem' and
have reconstructed it as a specifically positive force. Mark told of how learning
Murri ways had actually helped him to turn awayfi-omhating himself and hating
others and to become more accepting of different ways of doing things. Similarly,
Ridgeway spoke of the most satisfying points in his career as being able to see a
practical outcome for the people in the Aboriginal community. To both of them,
Aboriginality is not problematic but empowering and self-affirming.
Constructing an anti-colonial position involves engaging the radical response as well
as continuing assimilationism. In his interview, Mark articulated a clear position
rejecting many of the outcomes of the radical discourse within the Aboriginal
community. In Ridgeway's Senate Speech wefindthe clearest statement of an anticolonial approach in his calls for the use of higher ideals to reach new joint
understandings and rethink reciprocal obligations between Aboriginal people and the
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Australian community as a whole. It is a rethink that requires effort on all sides of the
current divides: 'black, white, brindle.'

People and policy

Changes in the policy advice noted in this thesis have been interpreted here as
indicative of changes in the dominant ideology or discourse in approaches to
Aboriginal education and Aboriginal affairs generally. These changes have been
described in terms of the reassertion of an assimilationist mentality pushing aside the
liberal position of the 1970s and early 1980s. The liberal mentality had allowed the
articulation of more radical positions in Aboriginal education but had positioned
them as other, as outside or apartfromthe mainstream. The re-emerging
assimilationist assumptions sought to draw Aboriginal people back into the
mainstream, but possibly at the cost of their sense of Aboriginality.
The mainstream approaches of the 1990s can be very successful with gifted
Aboriginal students as is seen here with Erin. Western discourses should not be seen
as superior to other ways of knowing but they are very powerful in the contemporary
world. Mainstream approaches offer students access to these powerful discourses,
which in turn, allows them to pursue their talents on a big stage. While offering
broader opportunities, when mainstream approaches are pursued in ways that belittle
or exclude the cultural knowledge and understandings of the student, a sense of
alienation can occur that was most clearly evident in the story of Mark. Whether
approachedfroma radical or an assimilationist position there is a difficult
conundrum evident here when approaching the education of a gifted Aboriginal
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Student. The choice seems to be between an approach which is culturally sensitive
but may limit the opportunities of the student to develop his or her talents in the
mainstream world or an alternative approach that will allow the student to extend
those talents but may lead to a sense of alienation and, ultimately, be damaging to the
student's community.
Two of the individuals considered here had encountered this conundrum and found a
way through it for themselves. Their anti-colonial approach offers the basis of an
alternative way of thinking about how to best meet the needs of our gifted students
from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community and hopeftilly other
minority communities as well.
Working towards a theoretical sensitivity
I knew that I was being sent to teach 'out west,' but I had no idea that west went this
far. I had grown up in a rural town and attended a country high school. Almost all of
my extended family lived in the country too, but this place was beyond my
experience. Issues of race aside, this was a different place and every notion I had of a
basically homogeneous Australia went out the proverbial window.
My classroom was familiar, at least. Sure having only one small window took a
while to get used to but it did help keep the place cooler. Otherwise this was a 'one
sizefitsair science lab. The equipment was the same as I had used as a student, as
were the tables, workbenches and seats. The limitations of our uniform school
systemfirstbecame apparent to me when a womanfromstate office called and
requested that I attend a particular course at my district office after school. It was
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difficult to convince her that this was not possible as district office was at least a
three-and-a-half hour drive away. This is one of the more trivial anecdotes of my
experience but it is symbolic of far more significant educational challenges such as
teaching marine biology, a compulsory part of the syllabus, to students who had
never actually seen the ocean apartfromon television.
Reflecting on the work presented in this thesis, it is apparent to me that the project
has only become possible through a combination of both life and professional
experiences that I have had since completing my initial teacher training. The
experiences have allowed me to build what the grounded theorists term a 'theoretical
sensitivity' (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) that I have appHed to the sources considered in
the project. The main point of writing this passage is to provide a better picture of the
author within the work. Despite significant efforts to allow the sources to have their
own voice, the methodology employed in the work here rehes heavily on the author's
interpretation of the sources. My background and experience is of more than just
passing importance within this work.
The very genesis of the work was in my lack of understanding of a situation. My
personal and academic background had given me an understanding of race relations
somewhat sympathetic to the radical discourse outlined in this thesis and this way of
thinking did not work within the practices of my school. This is why I was
uncomfortable with our approach to including Indigenous students in our gifted
program, even though it camefromthe Aboriginal workers within the school. I am
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not now advocating the radical discourse but I am sure that its influence can be found
in my writing.
In myfirstyear there, I quickly formed the impression that the school was as out of
place as I was. Regardless of what may be written in the mission statement this
school had not grown out of the community, it was more like it had been imposed on
the community. In the area of race relations the school's liberal approach was
completely at odds with the poor situation in the surrounding towns. In this
community, like many in Australia, it is hard to say that there were race relations.
Very few Aboriginal people lived in town and of those who did, very few mixed
socially with non-Aboriginal people. Aboriginal people were not trusted and would
find it very hard to gain employment in the towns or even to rent a house.
On the other hand a culture of poverty was very strong in many parts of the
Aboriginal community. All the reports of the poor socio-economic conditions of
Aboriginal communities came to life for anybody who cared to look. Amazingly
though, few ever seemed to look. The behaviour support teacher for the area was a
fiiend of mine and she dragged me along to the 'learning centre' on the 'mission' to
see what they were doing. Apparently she and I were the only teachers to have been
on the mission for years.
The learning centre was a church-run. Commonwealth-funded program for
chronically non-attending school age children. It was primarily aimed at primaryschool aged children but occasionally would attract some junior high school students
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who had not quite found their way to school, if only for the free lunch. In this
environment the kids were lovely, even those I knew to be a real handful when they
did make it to school. The learning centre was far less demanding than school but the
environment did not seem that different.

At the learning centre, and at the Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance Scheme homework
centres I worked at, I met a number of Aboriginal women who were related to the
kids in one way or another. Interestingly, though, I never met any of the local
Aboriginal men in these settings. Patrick, a self-professed bom-again Christian often
worked at the learning centre, but he was from another state. The local men stayed
away. I still don't know why.

In my classroom, the culture of poverty seemed a far greater challenge than any
racial divisions. Staffroom discussion would often centre on the behaviour of the
Koori kids, but the behaviours being identified were probably more pronounced in a
number of the non-Indigenous students. Nobody denied this but they were still more
likely to mention the Koori kids. There was an apparent blindness to the white kids
sitting in the middle of town, drunk and worse, on any night of the week. Everybody
knew how bad things were out on the mission though.

I was always amazed at the response from some of my Aboriginal students,
particularly the boys, if I tried to meet them half way. If we did something ftm,
something they wanted to do or were interested in, or even if I just let them get away
with something when they knew I had caught them out, they would try so hard to 'be
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good'. This was nice, but it did show me that these kids saw the behavioural game of
school as more important than the opportunity to learn.
My next workplace was even more foreign to me. Through a string of circumstances
that are not important here, I ended up working as a poHcy analyst in the ACT
Department of Treasury. There I was, a science teacher with an interest in
educational equity and history, working on the practical implementation of whole-ofgovemment economic policy and the design of government regulation. In this
environment, I leamt a lot about the way things get done in government. The really
interesting part about Treasury is that you get to see a bit of everything and while I
had particular responsibility for liaising with the Department of Education, I ended
up working on issues as diverse as waste management, food safety regulation, and
vocational education accreditation.
Prior to this experience, policy had simply been something that just arrived in the
school as a complete statement. If it were important, it would be on glossy paper.
The process of arriving at this statement was completely unknown to me. After
eighteen months of working in a central policy area, my understanding of the process
has improved only slightly, and anybody who can explain it all is probably making
bits up. The biggest surprise was to find that the public service and not the political
parties carry out the majority of policy development. If it is done well, a Minister
will be presented with a range of policy options with an assessment of the benefits,
costs,risksand other relevant information on each option. More often the officials of
the public service will have arrived at a preferred policy option and the assessment
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they provide to the Minister will read as an argument for their preferred option over
any other possible option. This approach usually has a lot of merit, but it was a
surprise to see it in action.
Aboriginal Education Policies in the states are derivedfromthe National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Education policy. Such national policy initiatives are
particularly interesting to follow because, in the end, nobody is actually responsible
for them. It is only when the Commonwealth agrees to fund particular aspects of an
agreed national policy that there is any real obligation on the states and territories to
carry them out. In these cases the Commonwealth's funding performance criteria can
become a far more significant motivator for action than the actually policy statement.
It is in this setting that the way we measure policy goals such as 'equitable access for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to education and training services' is
simply by the numbers. Notions of appropriate provision can be lost against the more
easily measurable participation rate.
My experience of this process involved the publication of basic skills test
information. These tests gave the Government some easily digestible numbers and
lovely graphs that could show how its school system was performing and how kids
were doing better than last year. The fact that these numbers were relevant to about
five of the two-hundred odd key outcomes of schooling to be found in its own policy
statements was not important. Easily digested numbers have huge power in policy
making.

Conclusion

Working towards an ethical sensitivity
Moral theories can be divided into three main groups: consequential theories in
which what is good and bad can be determined by looking at the consequences of our
proposed actions; deontological theories which expound the view that there are some
duties which are absolute or obligatory despite the consequences; and Aristotlian
theories in which no action may be regarded as good if it is opposed to what most
people would regard as good and proper.

It is difficult to determine which of these groups offers a reasonable ethical base for
research in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education. Clearly we are not
meeting the educational needs of many of these people and research is required to
find out how we can improve educational service dehvery. This is the basis for most
research in education. Some groups, however, are over-researched and the
Aboriginal population of Australia is one such group. A case can be madefiroma
deontological perspective that Aboriginal people have been studied so much that
further research of the group is simply wrong.

The approach to the current project was essentially a compromise between these
positions. There were questions that I needed answers to in order to do my job
properly and help my students better. The belief that the research would allow me to
do this has provided me with a consequential moral basis to conduct the research. On
the other hand, my concern that conducting research 'on' Aboriginal people was
simply wrong has guided the work too. I was not prepared to use either my students
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or colleagues in the project and sought tofindthe least intrusive methodology I
could.
On reflection, the key issue seems to be respect. There is a lack of respect when the
researcher approaches a project on the basis that it is important because it will 'help
them.' Teachers can easily show the same lack of respect. Respect can be found in
genuine efforts to increase cross-cultural understandings and a willingness to listen.

Opportunities for further research
Against these ethical reflections, there is a need to be carefiil in suggesting further
areas of research. Guided by the position of improving cross cultural understandings
that impact on approaches to education, though, two issues raised in the interviews
here seem particularly worthy offiirtherinvestigation. Thefirstis found in the sense
of community that Aden Ridgeway describes on the mission where he grew up. On
the basis of typically poor socio-economic conditions, outsiders often represent
Aboriginalfiingesettlements in very negative terms. In Ridgeway's account, though,
we gain access to the way in which the people who lived where he grew up shared a
sense of community and identity that was based in that place. The question this raises
is how do the negative representations of the physical sites of many Aboriginal
communities affect the sense of self-worth of the people who live there?
A second issue that seems particularly worthy of further examination is found in the
sense of shame Erin perceived her father felt in not knowing as much about
Aboriginal culture as he thought he should. For a people so massively displaced by
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the colonial experience, what is the effect of re-leaming one's own culturefromthe
system of the colonisers? The system can arguably provide curriculum that is
culturally supportive, but can it provide access to appropriate adultsfromthe culture
to support learning?

Informing personal pedagogy
This project began as a teacher's need to understand a particular situation. As such
projects do, it has taken on a Ufe of its own and that beginning seems a long time ago
and a long way away. Contemplating an imminent return to school, to classrooms,
bells, books, chalk and kids, it seems timely to reflect on that veryfirstquestion, and
on what that questioning teacher might take back to school with himfromthis period
of study and contemplation.
Given that situation of trying to address a lack of representationfroma particular
population in a school's gifted student program again, what would I do? First, I
would take more time to listen. The primary need is to arrive at an understanding of
the situationfromthe perspective of all involved. The way I acted in the case
described at the beginning of this thesis addressed a 'problem'frommy perspective
as GATS coordinator andfromthe poHcy perspective of seeking equality of access
for Indigenous students. The student we included in the program was a good student
and deserved some recognition but it is unlikely that the GATS program made any
real contribution to her development. In hindsight, a more structured academic skills
support program would have been more suited to meeting her needs. By prioritising
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our needs, we did nothing towards understanding why Aboriginal students were not
represented in our GATS program.
The need to listen is not the same as the need to research. Like policy development,
research is guided by pre-determined questions, assumptions and understandings.
Listening is about finding ways of making others comfortable enough to say what
they have to say, and then seeking to understand what they have said. Slipping into
the language of that place for a moment, some of the best learning I have done was
drinking tea and colouring pictures with the bubs at the Learning Centre on the
mission. Had I arrived as teacher or researcher, nobody there would have given me
the time of day. Everybody there knew where I worked but my role there was simply
someone willing to help out. It was on this basis that the people there chose to talk to
me.
The point of listening is to increase cross-cultural understanding. This is at least a
two-way process, so after listening would come talking, or a genuine and timeconsuming commitment to developing anti-colonial understandings and educational
approaches. This is not achieved when we approach cross-cultural situations with the
assumption that as the representatives of the dominant culture, we are the experts in
the situation. Our typical consultative model has two steps, consult and prescribe,
and this is not adequate. Listening must be the start of ongoing conversation and not
just a way of collecting the data to justify our policy or pedagogy.
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In seeking to negotiate cross-cultural understandings I would be looking for points of
similarity as well as points of difference. Probably the most difficult task I perceive
is learning to relate to Aboriginal people as I meet them and not to the constructions
of the Aboriginal other that I have learnedfrommy own culture. The student who
wants to be an industrial chemist can be every bit as 'Aboriginal' as the student who
wants to be an artist or a park ranger. The difficulty of this task might be best
appreciated by considering whether or not we have genuinely reached an equivalent
understanding with respect to women. As I head back to school, I do so with an
appreciation that I will probably continue to interpret the worldfromwithin
essentially racist ideologies and will have an on-going need and obligation to
'capture otherness' and step outside this ideology. In a practical sense, this means
that I will need to look for gifted behaviour and gifted potential being exhibited in
different ways but at the same time, be careful not to demand difference or to
trivialise it.
Symbolically inclusive acts can be very important but they are not a just basis for ongoing policy and practice. On-going and successful approaches to assisting the
development of gifted studentsfromspecific populations such as Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people can only be based on a sustained effort to negotiate
cross-cultural and anti-racist understandings by all who meet in thefieldof
education.

Conclusion

The unnatural act of not thinking historically
Teaching high school science can be demoraHsing. The students arrive in year seven
so keen to leam, so excited by thisfieldof knowledge that they know and understand
that they have hardly encountered at primary school. Then somewhere between year
seven and year ten we manage to beat this excitement for learning out of most of
them. It is easy to blame this on notions of teenage rebellion and learning becoming
'uncool.' An alternative explanation that has a growing acceptance is that schools
decontextualise learning to the point of making it absurd. The dominant discourse
that encourages us to isolate school educationfromthe real world is also most
evident in educational scholarship and research.
Despite a growing acceptance of qualitative research, educational scholarship
remains dominated by traditions inheritedfrompsychology. Chasing what is
constructed as good scientific practice, a mentality in which learning is seen as a
separate and decontextualised 'thing' has come to dominate thefield.Our focus in
both research and schooling has been on the learner as an individual and on the
technologies rather than the meanings of learning. The assumption in this mentality
is that learning is an unnatural and difficult activity and that if the learning does not
occur then the task dictated by our pedagogic technology ought be repeated until
learning does occur, regardless of how boring or confusing the task becomes. Frank
Smith (1988) observed that approaches based in this mentality, approaches where
'learning is controlled by an outsider and stripped of sense, relevance and utility' (p.
114) are common in American classrooms and scholarship. It is not unfamiliar in
Australia either.

Conclusion

The theoretical and methodological basis to this thesis has been to assume that
learning takes place within contexts. Instead of trying to isolate the learning process
from the distractions and interactions with the milieu of the learner, an attempt has
been made to broaden the understandings of those interactions. A number of
theoretical traditions and approaches to such a task have been introduced throughout
the text. Most of them are drawnfromthe academic discipline of history. Despite a
strong tradition of a 'history of education,' this approach has been somewhat novel
as it has involved writing a 'history for education.' Many of the methods employed
to do this are now quite well known in education because of their similarity to the
methods of anthropology, which is the basis for the majority of qualitative research
in education.
One feature of the methodology employed here that is not widely used in
anthropology has been the investigation of 'historical possibilities.' Accepting that
we cannot know other, that the past is a foreign country (Lowenthal, 1985), some
historians have chosen to extrapolate, to go beyond what can be shown and proven
and to also explore what is possible and plausible. In the present work this is seen in
the use of the concept of 'mentality' as a means of going deeper, to go beyond what
can be known in absolute terms (Le Goff, 1985, p. 167). This methodology does lack
'scientific' certainty and can, at times, be difficult tofirmlygrasp. Perhaps the best
justification for employing this type of methodology, though, comesfromthe
eminent psychologist Jerome Bruner who posed the questions:
Are not plausible interpretations preferable to causal
explanations, particularly when the achievement of a causal
explanation forces us to artificialise what we are studying to a
point ahnost beyond recognition as representative of human
life (Bruner, 1990, p. xiii).

Conclusion

The challenge posed at the start of this thesis was to undertake the unnatural act of
thinking historically. The challenge at its conclusion is to employ the natural act of
understanding our students as people that exist in a real, historical, social and cultural
world in our thinking about policy and pedagogy.
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